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ABSTRACT 
In Victoria, there are some school students who, having completed Year 11, as Victorian 
Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) Intermediate students, leave school.  They do 
not go on to complete Year 12 [or equivalent] either in other institutions or as part of an 
apprenticeship or traineeship.  This group of students is quite a substantial proportion of 
the total VCAL student cohort, and their numbers are increasing every year. 
 
 This behaviour is juxtaposed with government policy that is emphasizing youth 
participation in schools or vocational alternatives. The Compact with Young Australians 
(COAG, 2009) set a new target of 90% attainment of Year 12 or equivalent by 2015 and 
expects an additional 92,527 young people across Australia (23,500 in Victoria) to remain 
in school.  A survey of the literature indicates that there is a significant gap in our 
knowledge of what behavioural intentions drive vocational students to leave school early.  
By using in-depth conversations with selected students, this study seeks to determine the 
factors that students see act as drivers in their decision to get to this level, and then to 
leave school.   
 
This study provides, in the words of the students, some of the reasons for their choice for 
their non-continuance of the secondary school programs that are available to them.  This 
will enable education policy makers to understand these students’ perspectives and to 
examine the VCAL programs in a new light.  As educators, they can then respond to the 
challenge to develop and sustain vocational programs and retention strategies that will 
engage young people and assist them to build work-ready skills. 
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PROLOGUE    MEG’S JOURNEY STORY  
Near the end of the school year, four of us sat around a table, three Year 11 (VCAL 
Intermediate) students and a teacher, taking a breathing space to look not only forward at 
their Year 12 year, but also backwards at their Year 11 year.  We rambled through a 
smattering of questions that, interestingly, developed along specific lines: 
1. On reflection, looking back: how have you changed over the year? 
2. What is different about you now? 
3. What was the trigger point that began that change? 
4. OR: When did you begin to engage [in study]? 
Meg admitted “I used to be such a bitch”. 
Jane’s comment was more specific:  “I remember thinking: She’s going to kills us! She 
sat there and glared at everyone”. 
 
Meg is a tall, beautiful girl, whose dress sense is pleasant, she is always neat, clean and 
polished. But her language - like Eliza Dolittle’s – revealed her secrets. She comes from a 
family environment that has not had a history of much education. Her mother is a nurse, 
but Meg is not sure whether she has a Division One (Bachelor) or Division Two 
(Diploma) qualification. There is definite encouragement for Meg to further her studies, 
but also an element of desperation.  Meg left school early, and tried a variety of activities: 
she went to a Deportment School (looking at a modelling career? – she is certainly built 
for it); she got a job in a roadhouse in a rural town, and lasted three months before 
returning home, there was also a long time of idleness. 
 
Meg came to this school, at 19, “to get an education, to get somewhere in life, and to be 
what I want to be”.   However, she came with an imprint of her behaviour at the previous 
school.  She was angry, she was argumentative, she was cantankerous, and often spent 
time in the hall having been thrown out of class by one or other of the teachers. 
She was unafraid to take on anyone over issues she felt something about. Through it all, 
she did no class work, and, definitely, no homework. “At the start of the year I didn’t do 
the work because I didn’t want to be at school.” 
FG:  So what was it that turned you around? 
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All the girls contemplated a variety of options: time, environment, teacher 
encouragement?  They eventually and unanimously decided that there was one event, it 
was the same event for all of them. In second term, they began a Numeracy project called 
the Road Trip.  It involved pairs or small groups given an imaginary $7000, to buy a car 
and plan a week long travel holiday by car across several states of Australia.  They had to 
budget their holiday, identify places of interest and book accommodation along the way. 
Meg recalled the Road Trip turned her around “because it was fun, working as a team, 
and having money to spend, and freedom to choose where and what we wanted to do”.  It 
did something else for Meg.  She handed the assessment task in to her teacher. It gave her 
the opportunity to say: “I was proud that I completed something”. 
 
Meg lit up like a beacon, and admitted with a grin worth photographing: “I enjoy 
everything now.  I even enjoy writing essays for some reason”. 
 
VCAL classes were only half her week.  Meg was also undertaking a Certificate II in 
Community Services. So, how did her success travel across to the other area of study? 
“At the start, I found it hard, just the work, it was hard to focus.  Towards the end [of the 
year] I found that the work got easier.  I enjoyed [the content] because they were areas 
that I wanted to work at.”  On her favourite topic: “I liked learning about mental illnesses 
because it opened my eyes to be aware of all the extraordinary people out there”. 
 
Meg, in the PDS (Personal Development Skills) class, was busy working on another 
numeracy project: making a heat bag.  But this was no ordinary bag, the students had 
chosen from a little book of soft toy designs, and Meg was making a pink eared pig from 
some soft white fabric. She was sewing it by hand, and she had to learn each type of stitch 
to use for the task.  “I like being creative,” says Meg. 
 
So how has Meg changed? “I think I have changed a fair bit as I have matured and have 
become so much happier.” She also said that [her journey] this year has developed her 
maturity and taught her to accept difference in people.  Of her future, she says: “I plan to 
do a Certificate III in Allied Health to gain more experience in health areas.  I then plan 
to do a Div 2 in Nursing.” 
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Meg did not go on to Year 12; she did not complete a Certificate III; she did not get a 
health care apprenticeship: she got a job as an orderly at the hospital. 
 
 
 
My HDR studies grew out of the desire to tell stories such as this one.  It is simply that 
these ordinary, often distracted, students also carry within them some semblance of hope 
of a worthy working career even while their behaviour and scholastic efforts stand in 
contrast to that hope.  I believe that there needs to be a re-evaluation of the teaching and 
learning environment of students such as Meg and Jane – who also did not continue her 
studies beyond Year 11 – so that better personal outcomes can be achieved. This will not 
happen while students are labelled ‘disengaged’ and ‘at risk’ and sent to the tech areas to 
preserve peace in the academic Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) classroom, 
rather than negotiating an opportunity for their achievement. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
The rationale for this project is to examine a conundrum that appears to be occurring 
among the ranks of senior secondary school students undertaking the vocational studies 
program Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL). The specific cohort of this 
research completes VCAL Intermediate in Year 11 and then leaves school. They do not 
take up an apprenticeship or traineeship related to their VCAL studies, they do not 
continue their schooling in a further education environment, they may or may not get 
employment, they just stop furthering their education. 
 
The intended investigation is not designed as a critique of the current structure of the 
VCAL / VET1 program.  It is recognized that, for many students, the courses on offer are 
appropriate, and are meeting both their personal and social needs.  However, it is 
suspected that this situation is not true of all participants, and what is being proposed here 
is an examination of the decision-making process of students for whom VCAL does not 
provide a specific pathway to employment or further study.   This study, through a series 
of in-depth semi structured interviews of a non-probability sample of students who 
completed a year of VCAL in mainstream schools, will isolate what these students 
identify as being significant contributory factors to their decisions about their education 
and career choices.  
 
This research is seen as a significant contribution at the local, state, and national levels, 
given that the student cohort defined by the Government as ‘at risk’ of completing an 
‘adequate’ education is set to increase across Australia by 100,000 students per year (Te 
Riele, 2010).  Indeed, the importance of this Year 12 completion on young people’s lives 
cannot, and must not, be understated. As has been suggested: 
…failure to complete school or gain equivalent qualifications carries serious 
consequences for young people including poorer labour market outcomes and 
greater insecurity in building career (Lamb, 2009, p. 23). 
                                                 
1 Vocational Education and Training in Schools (VETiS) certificate courses are a compulsory component of 
the VCAL program. However students not doing VCAL can also complete nationally recognized 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) certificate courses as part of their VCE. 
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The focus of policy makers, according to Kitty Te Riele, needs to change from ‘fixing 
wayward youth’ to providing ‘non-marginalizing’ education (Te Riele, 2008).  Education 
alternatives to mainstream schooling for youth ‘at risk’ has mostly taken place in 
community settings rather than in schools (Te Riele, 2007).  Research projects are being 
encouraged to examine programs for youth retention and transition and replicable features 
of successful colleges (TAFE Directors Australia, 2008).  Indeed, the contemporary 
challenge for schools and technical and further education (TAFE) institutes is to “develop 
and sustain vocational programs …that engage, support, encourage and excite young 
people sufficiently to build the skills they require” (Lewanski, Clayton, Pancini, & Schutt, 
2010, p. 2)  to prepare them for the world of work or further study.  
 
 In Victoria, students categorized as ‘at risk’, tend to be directed to, or come from among 
the VCAL ranks.  However, what is suggested here is that with the number of VCAL 
students likely to reach 40,0002  in response to government pressure to stay at school, it is 
preferable to encourage students to stay in mainstream education systems rather than seek 
alternate programs.  School contingency plans to cater for students in these vocational 
courses will be pushed to unexpected limits, and without adequate recognition of the 
VCAL cohort a growing number of students will not obtain the potential benefits of a 
Year 12 experience.  Insights gained from the research will therefore assist program 
developers to build a more informed youth voice into their vocational programs for 
VCAL students.   
 
 
 
 
 
  
                                                 
2 2011 enrolment number 21,000, plus an additional 23,874 Victorian young people lifting Year 12 
attainment from 84% in 2007 to 90% by 2015 (Te Riele, 2010). 
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1.1 WALKING --- TO A DEAD END? 
The imperative for lifelong learning makes it important to understand students’ 
expectations, the influences on them, and the decision-making process near the end of 
their school years (James, 2002).   The educational choices and opportunities made 
available to these students are often described as pathways.  ‘Pathway’ is a metaphor for 
the journey an individual takes through life (Guthrie, Stanwick, & Karmel, 2011, p. 8), or 
again, pathways are described thus: 
Pathways are first and foremost a metaphor. A metaphor conveys meaning, 
and the metaphor of pathways conveys particular features of young people’s 
educational routes to work. Thus, pathways are longer than a single step; 
they are diverse but they may interconnect; and they lead towards 
destination(s) but allow changes of direction. They need to be signposted. 
They may develop in an unplanned way, or they may be deliberately 
constructed or modified (Raffe, 2001, p. 3). 
Three types of pathways have been identified by Guthrie, et al. (2011): learning 
pathways; occupational pathways and career pathways. These pathways are seen to be 
often fragmented and discontinuous, and are described as ‘crooked paths’, ‘stepping 
stones’ and ‘crazy paving’ (Harris, Rainey, & Sumner, 2006).  Whilst some pathway 
choices are less constrained than others, in some cases however, choices are not made 
freely and people may be forced down a path which is not really of their choosing 
(Guthrie et al. 2011). 
 
In Victoria, students need to make a decision about their future by the end of Year 10  
either they choose to follow the academic road to higher education (Victorian Certificate 
of Education, VCE), or the alternate applied learning  (VET) route to trades, employment 
and further education (Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning, VCAL3).  The ‘trade 
route’ in the context of this study has two distinct paths, firstly the road of apprenticeships 
and traineeships which combine work, education and training in a structured manner, and 
secondly the road to further education with the expectation of progression to higher level 
certificates, diplomas and advanced diplomas (Figure 1). 
                                                 
3 See Appendix 1 for course structure and attendance details. 
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Figure 1 Learning Pathways 
In tackling school retention problems the Federal Government announced the 
implementation of a National Youth Participation Requirement4 (COAG, 2009) as part of 
the Compact with Young Australians (2009) which made schooling to Year 10 mandatory, 
and participation in education or employment to age 17 a requirement of eligibility for 
government support (Youth Allowance), (COAG, 2009).   Whereas the OECD Jobs for 
Youth- Australia 2009 insists that raising the average level of educational attainment 
beyond the age of 16 is to ensure a better match of supply and demand of skills, (OECD, 
2009) this idea has been challenged by those who understand that young people 
“experience side roads, [do] U-turns and detours” (Te Riele, 2011).  Early school leaver 
research has shown that some are ‘pulled’ out by the attraction of employment, an 
apprenticeship or traineeship. The issue of expectations for student education and the 
desirable outcomes as perceived by the students themselves seem to stand in conflict. 
 
Students undertaking the VCE tend to complete the two years of the curriculum, however, 
what is happening with the VCAL students is that having taken up the vocational 
                                                 
4 National Youth Participation Requirement, which commenced on 1 January 2010, was part of the 
Compact with Young Australians, which aimed to provide young people aged 15-19 years with an 
entitlement to an education or training place for any government-subsidized qualification, subject to 
admission requirements and availability. 
Learning Pathways
Academic
Professional 
(University)
Paraprofessional
Vocational
Non-trade /services
Trade
(Apprenticeship)
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education program, a large proportion of this cohort are not completing the two provided 
years of the course.   A simple analysis of the enrolment/ completion data provided by the 
Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority reveals that an average of 50% of VCAL 
Intermediate students complete their year of study (VCAA, 2007 - 2014). This draws a 
distinction to their own conclusion that of those eligible to complete, 70% actually 
complete. This figure ignores those students who drop out or do not complete enough 
units to be classified as eligible. This means that in 2011 and 2012, of the 21,000 students 
who began VCAL in January of the school year, only 15,000 finished the year, and then 
only 10,000 completed the course requirements. Although the above data has been 
rounded, this average holds for the entire decade. Table 1 provides one year’s data, 
previous years’ data is provided in Table 7 in Appendix 1. 
Table 1 VCAL Student Numbers 2013 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 Number of 
students 
who enrolled 
Students who 
are eligible to 
complete 
Number of 
Completions 
Non 
completers 
% Non-
Completers to 
enrolments 
 
2013 
     
Foundation 6285 3294 2069 4216 67.08 
Intermediate 9717 7515 5446 4271 43.95 
Senior 6851 6004 5108 1743 25.44 
Total 22 853 16 813 12 623 10 230 44.76 
Source: VCAA (2007-2014) 
 
Among this group of completers are students who complete Year 11 and gain a VCAL 
Intermediate Certificate but do not return to complete Year 12. These students – who are 
the cohort of interest to this study - are not ‘drop outs’, they are ‘early completers’.  The 
On Track Survey, a longitudinal report by Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development  (DEECD, 2010, p. 1) defines these Year 11 vocational students as 
‘completers’: 
A young person who was awarded the VCAL Intermediate Certificate in Year 
11 would be considered a Year 12 or equivalent completer; another who was 
enrolled in a VCE program and left school during Year 12 would be 
considered an early school leaver. 
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Various other researchers have examined the appropriateness of comparing VCAL and 
VCE and Year 12 (Lim & Karmel, 2011), regardless, data from the Longitudinal Surveys 
of Australian Youth (LSAY) confirm (Oliver, 2012) that young people who complete 
lower-level VET qualifications are not so different from other young people. Lower level 
qualifications are promoted as being targeted towards disadvantaged or discouraged 
learners, yet a sizeable proportion of lower-level VET students display characteristics that 
suggest they are neither particularly disadvantaged nor discouraged (Oliver, 2012). 
 
The diagram below (Figure 2) identifies the study cohort. They progress from Year 10 (a 
common year for all students) into VCAL Intermediate.  At the end of their Year 11 year 
(given they are among those who complete), they have three principal options to choose 
from: firstly to stay at school and complete a second year of VCAL; secondly to leave 
school and continue their education in a TAFE setting or in an employment/education 
setting of an apprenticeship or traineeship; or thirdly to seek employment not linked to 
previous education or training. The study cohort group chose the third option. 
 
 
Figure 2 Educational Choices for Year 10 Students 
 
Year 10
VCAL Foundation VCAL Intermediate
VCAL Intermediate
Apprenticeship/ 
Traineeship / VET
Employment not linked to 
education or training
VCAL Senior
VCE
University / TAFE
Employment 
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By completing the VCAL Intermediate they have obtained a Certificate II in a Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) course, such as Business, Community Services, or a trade 
course such as Building and Construction or Automotive, or an equivalent (a mix of 
Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) units and VET modules), and they would 
normally be expected to either continue into Year 12 as a VCAL ‘Senior’ student, or 
leave school having obtained an apprenticeship linked to or progressing from their VCAL 
studies.   The question here is where, then, is the dead end?  The trade route to 
apprenticeships is a successful pathway to employment, however, not all VCAL 
graduates obtain apprenticeships and not all VET courses offered inside the VCAL 
program lead to apprenticeships.   
 
 
1.2 THE FORK IN THE ROAD – YEAR 10 DECISIONS 
Decisions about education and career pathways are influenced by a complex range of 
interrelated factors including family expectations, local employment opportunities, and 
perceptions of one’s abilities (James, 2002).  Year 12 students make career pathway 
decisions relating to their university and further education choices and the school career 
advisor provides assistance in the form of individual and group sessions, supplemented by 
university open days, career expos and websites.  For students in Year 10 the decision to 
go down the trade path is usually not supported by such an elaborate network of advisors.  
Indeed, the Year 10 student decision to undertake VCAL or VCE has more to do with the 
provision of Year 11 and 12 subject options, which for the under achiever, the disengaged 
and the reluctant student may not appear inviting.   
 
Vocational programs provide wider career choices for students.  A study of the 
integration of VET into schools by Crump and Stanley (2005) examined Hilltop High 
(NSW) where the Year 10 work experience program assisted students in their vocational 
training subject selection.  Vocational education and training (VET) is popular with 
students and families as it seems to provide a relevant curriculum, itself a motivation to 
stay on at school, and to improve the life chances of groups of students previously not 
well served by the academic curriculum (Crump & Stanley, 2005).  
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Clarke (2013) provides a list of benefits of VET for the under achiever: 
Some of the roles for VET in Schools … included: an alternative way to 
complete school; career exploration; training for part-time work; a pathway 
to mid-level VET and tertiary study following school; a less demanding 
subject for those students taking predominantly academic senior secondary 
programs; a qualification for gaining employment following school; and a 
smoother transition to employment based training (Clarke, 2013, p. 8). 
The VET choices available differ from school to school, depending on cohort numbers; 
staff availability and commitment; and the involvement of local TAFE and registered 
training organizations (RTOs).  For the purpose of this study, these course choices are 
divided into two distinct groups: trade and non-trade courses.  When students have weak 
motivation to stay on at school, their eventual decision to leave or stay is substantially 
affected by the school itself, and the support from the principal and staff.  A further 
complexity to that decision focuses on their educational commitment: whether they 
complete the program in one year; in two years; or do not complete; and when they 
actually leave school, which may involve early departure having obtained an 
apprenticeship or employment; completing the program or dropping out of school.  
 
The expectation of schools and government is that students who are planning to leave 
school early in order to gain an apprenticeship would be encouraged to complete a 
Certificate II in their industry of choice (a pre-apprenticeship course) while still in the 
school environment, in order to better prepare them for their apprenticeship. This can be 
achieved as the industry skills component of VCAL.  A carpentry pre-apprenticeship 
completed at a Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institution is a 16 week full time 
course, secondary school students undertaking VCAL can complete such a course two 
days a week over one year, or one day a week over two years.  Different schools offer 
different programs depending on whether they are running the program themselves or 
whether they are using the local TAFE institute or registered training organization (RTO).  
 
Apprenticeships have been the traditional path into trade occupations for early school 
leavers.  It was a way to secure a career in the field, and commonly ensure long term 
employment.  However, there has been a fundamental shift from the traditional 
apprenticeships in the trades areas of construction, automotive and engineering fields to  
that of apprenticeships and traineeships (‘New Apprenticeships’) which  includes not only 
females but also people older than 20 who are now able to take up apprenticeships 
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(Knight, 2012).   This has put pressure on the young people still at school to be ‘work 
ready’ by the time they leave school and have some industry knowledge and 
employability skills before they obtain long term employment in an apprenticeship. 
Whereas young people once sought apprenticeships after completing Year 10, these 
students now tend to leave school during their Year 11 year, or after they complete Year 
11.  In Victoria, these students are commonly undertaking VCAL studies prior to their 
apprenticeship.   
 
For some students, this does prove to be a strategic pathway towards employment, 
regardless of whether they complete Year 11 or Year 12 before gaining an apprenticeship. 
The following graphs (Figures 3 & 4) describes the change over time since the 
introduction of  ‘New Apprenticeships’  in that the increase of traditional trade 
apprenticeships have been much more gradual in comparison to the upsurge in non-trade 
apprenticeships and traineeships, in particular for girls. 
 
 
Figure 3 Apprenticeship and Trainee Commencements, Selected Years to 2010 
(Australia). Source: Knight, (2012, p. 21), see Appendix 1 Table 8. 
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Figure 4 Apprenticeship and Trainee Commencements, Selected Years to 2010 
(Australia). Source: Knight, (2012, p. 21), see Appendix 1 Table 8. 
 
Students pursuing a vocational or occupational pathway require access to relevant, 
comprehensive and clear information about post-school VET. Clarke (2012) noted that 
the need for more effective advice given in schools for post-school pathways was 
repeatedly mentioned during case study consultations.  School pathways to higher-level 
VET and intermediate-level VET (for example apprenticeships and traineeships) are 
viewed differently and there appears to exist a hierarchy of VET in Schools that assumes 
that those pursuing higher-level VET post-school do not require exposure to VET during 
their senior secondary studies. 
 
The numbers of apprenticeship commencements each year do not match the growth in the 
numbers of students enrolling in the VCAL.  Some mismatch between what employers 
want and what potential employees can offer is inevitable (Norton, 2009).  There is a 
further mismatch between student career aspirations and their course choices.  This 
mismatch of aspiration and actual course choice may go some way to explain the high 
rate of disengagement from VCAL courses.  Student disengagement can be measured by 
examining attendance records, completion results, and dropout rates.  The Figure below 
(Figure 5) provides evidence that despite the growing uptake of VCAL in schools, there 
has been a consistent lack of motivation to complete the courses on offer. 
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Figure 5 VCAL Intermediate Completions.  Source: VCAA (2007-2014) 
 
Middleton (2011) identified three types of disengagement: physical disengagement 
(absence from school); virtual disengagement, where classroom learning is nullified by 
behaviour or attitude; and unintended disengagement. He describes unintended 
disengagement as the following: 
‘Unintended disengagement’ occurs at the post-secondary level and is a 
result of students’ believing that they had done all that they need to do in 
order to succeed and have a pathway, only to discover that a set of factors 
(wrong course decision, inadequate preparation for that course, unable to be 
socialized into the institution and so on) has led to disengagement (Middleton, 
2011, p. 5). 
The reasons for disengagement are a familiar list: literacy and numeracy issues; low self-
esteem; disconnection from peers and teachers; feeling teachers did not respect them; 
teaching methods; hostile school environment; limited curriculum options; and restrictive 
timetables that hindered their choices (Leong, 2002).  The introduction of the National 
Youth Participation Requirement has had the immediate effect of increasing the number 
of students staying on in school, but has yet to prove that it can improve the completion 
rate of these more reluctant students, who are often encouraged to participate in VCAL 
studies. 
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1.3 TAKING THE TRADE ROUTE - IMPLICATIONS  
The VCAL was designed as a road to employment for those students better suited to an 
applied learning environment, and is available for students in their final two senior 
secondary school years.  The expectation was that these students would go on to obtain 
apprenticeships or employment related to their field of interest, and be better prepared for 
the workplace. This is in line with the economy - education debate that argues as the 
Access Economics report states that “a more educated worker is a more productive 
worker, and investment in education provides a pool of more skilled labour” (quoted in 
Blake & Gallagher, 2009, n.p.).  Employment is expected but not guaranteed for students 
who complete VCAL without seeking apprenticeships or traineeships.  
 
       The national forum in Hobart (TAFE Directors Australia, 2008, p. 2) accepted that 
the current Australian education system has produced an “apparently entrenched group of 
young people who are disengaged from education and training and, possibly, disengaged 
from society more generally.” VCAL studies have been recognized as a medium  to 
engage those students discouraged by the limited curriculum choices offered by the VCE 
(Kirby, 2000), and provide them with a hands-on, applied learning experience that 
incorporates structured workplace learning within the curriculum (VCAA, 2010).  
However, by expanding the uptake of VCAL beyond those students who are genuinely 
interested in an applied learning pathway to include students ‘at risk’ of disengagement 
has affected the effectiveness of VCAL studies and overall student retention.   
The problem goes deeper than this, there needs to be an acknowledgement about the 
condition and support of students “sent down to those [tech] areas” (Blake, 2009, p. 173) 
and the provision of the courses provided to these students.  The challenge for VCAL is 
to recognize its potential as a pathway of choice, not just for students affected by social 
disadvantage but also for students who simply prefer applied learning (Blake, 2009).  
 
To leave school before completing Year 12 appears to be working against the best 
interests of the students when research from the past twenty years or more agrees that 
improving the educational position of young people stands them in good stead for the 
remainder of their lives.  Indeed, research literature links education with the country’s 
economic position in the world.  James (2002) asserts that the skilling of the Australian 
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community is a major priority for ensuring the nation’s overall economic standing in a 
competitive global marketplace (James, 2002).   It became a concern that providing 
structural vocational preparation for working life to no more than one in five young 
people, preparing perhaps another quarter or third for higher education, and letting the 
rest “go by as best they can”, no longer met national needs (Sweet, 1994).  This 
unbalanced skills mix – a large top of graduates, a large tail of the unqualified and 
untrained, and relatively few with recognized skills in the middle (Sweet, 1994) – has 
been an issue for review and government policy and incentives for several decades, 
culminating in the Compact with Young Australians in 2009. 
 
In 2009, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) agreed that all young people 
would be required to participate in schooling to Year 10. The Compact with Young 
Australians5 (COAG, 2009), through its National Youth Participation Requirement, made 
participation in education, training or employment compulsory for young people until 
they reach the age of 17 years.  A key outcome of the National Education Agreement is 
that “young people make a successful transition from school to work and further study” 
(COAG Reform Council, 2012). The increased participation in school and in non-school 
vocational education represents an additional 57,000 (Australia wide) 15-19 year-olds 
participating in education and training in 2011 above previous 2000-2009 trends (Sweet, 
2012).  Unemployment among teenagers who are not in full time education began to fall 
almost immediately the requirements of the Compact with Young Australians linking 
income support to participation in education and training were introduced (Sweet, 2012).    
 
The fact that three in four young people do complete school provides no insight into 
quality of achievement or student well-being or the effectiveness of post school transition 
(Teese, 2000).  There are success stories, in schools and TAFEs, where dedicated staff 
provides a ‘whole of school’ approach to support and challenge the students on their 
vocational journey (Clayton, Lewanski, Pancini, & Schutt, 2010, p. 46).  Such places 
stand out as beacons of hope that students can successfully complete VCAL and move on 
                                                 
5 The Compact with Young Australians (COAG, 2009) set a new target of 90% attainment of Year 12 or 
equivalent by 2015 and expects an additional 92,527 young people across Australia (23,500 in Victoria) to 
remain in school in the “post compulsory” years (Te Riele, 2011) 
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to employment in a career of choice. However, with a 50% completion rate of VCAL 
students across Victoria, it is evident that this is not standard practice. 
 
There has been a change in the way policy makers are looking at VCAL and VET in 
Schools whereas, as recently as 2010, VCAL was seen as the panacea for assisting 
disengaged young people into further education, the workforce and the path to active 
useful citizenship (Clayton et al., 2010) by 2013 the debate had turned to expanding 
education requirements beyond Year 12 and further up the Australian Qualifications 
Framework (AQF) ladder than a Certificate II.  Clarke (2012) goes so far as to say that 
“VET in Schools should be more accurately branded and delivered to students as the 
foundational component of a post-school education and training pathway (for example, 
higher-level VET and apprenticeships)” (Clarke, 2012, p. 31). 
 
The premise of this research is that there is a problem that goes deeper than the back-to-
basics education stance of current education policy.  According to the On Track Survey 
definition (DEECD, 2010) these VCAL Intermediate [Year 11] students are entitled to 
leave school confident that they are prepared for the workforce or further education.   
That is why this research plans to dig deeper than the background characteristics of non-
continuing students and ask not so much where they came from, but why they stopped 
their education when they did.  
 
 
1.4 THE RESEARCH QUESTION  
Research shows that young people who stay on longer at secondary school gain 
substantial insulation against unemployment (Brown & Sutton, 2008). However, Brown 
and Sutton (2008) argue that in order to retain young people at school, the schools have 
needed to change how they encourage and support students to stay on and complete the 
higher levels of secondary school. 
 
The Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) was designed to provide a 
vocational pathway to employment for secondary school students through the gaining of 
competencies in work related and industry skills, alongside literacy, numeracy and 
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personal development skills (VCAA, 2010).  Students who undertake this course are 
choosing to enrol in the knowledge that the course is a pathway to employment.   The 
problem is that at the end of Year 11 some of these students unaccountably leave school.  
 
This is a concern because: 
1. The basis for their educational choices and their decision to discontinue 
education is not known 
2. They  are possibly personally disadvantaging themselves by the decision to 
stop their education at this point 
3. They may not be fulfilling their potential, so there is a cost to the community 
and therefore the nation 
4. This behaviour is not fulfilling the school and government objectives and 
expectations 
 
1.4.1 THE CORE RESEARCH QUESTION 
Based on these above concerns the core research question is framed as: 
Why is it that a significant proportion of the Year 11 school students who are in a 
vocationally structured course (VCAL Intermediate) and complete the program 
successfully, choose to discontinue their education? 
 
1.5 SUMMARY 
This chapter has introduced the VCAL student: a Year 11 student who has chosen to 
undertake trade, services or recreational (sport, music or the arts) courses inside a 
structured vocational program in the school environment.  The number of VCAL students 
is increasing every year, however not all complete the program successfully despite 
government incentives and deterrents to enter the workforce arena without a Year 12 or 
equivalent qualification. The next chapter examines research literature that explores the 
decision-making process of students as they prepare for the world of work.  
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2  LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
The intention of this literature review is to examine particular aspects of student decision 
making.  In order to include studies that examine similar or linked aspects of student 
decision-making a broad literature interrogation has been undertaken. There are three 
aspects that this study is specifically examining which are described as three ‘decisions’.  
The first decision, as described in the figure below (Figure 6), is the student decision to 
undertake vocational studies while at school.  Related studies examining student subject 
choices were also examined.  The second decision to leave school before completing Year 
12 was broadened to include student decisions to discontinue both secondary and tertiary 
studies, and school participation studies.  Involved in these two decisions is the student’s 
own understanding of the career opportunities available to vocational studies students.  
This is described as the third decision.
 
Figure 6 Student Decisions 
Research literature uses the terms ‘student choice’ and ‘student decisions’ in an 
intermingled fashion, for this review it was necessary to identify the variation between 
these terms in relation to this study. Therefore the second section of this review deals with 
the choices that are available to students, specifically the choice of academic or 
vocational routes to the end of secondary schooling;  choices regarding participation or 
early departure from school; and career choices.   
•VCAL or VCE
•VET Trade or 
Services
Decision 1
•To stay at 
school
•To exit "early"
Decision 2
•Career 
aspirations
•Work 
expectations
Decision 3
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The third section examines the decisions that these students make in response to these 
choices, and the fourth section looks at the influences behind those decisions.  The 
separation of choice and decision becomes clear when all these factors are combined: 
students have choice opportunity, however how they perceive these opportunities are 
affected by these other factors.   The imperative for lifelong learning makes it important 
to understand students’ expectations, the influences on them, and the decision-making 
process near the end of their school years (James, 2002).  It is not the focus of this review 
to examine the broad spectrum of secondary school students’ decision making processes, 
but rather only those of students who decide to undertake vocational programs.  However, 
a brief examination of previous research in this field is essential. 
 
 
2.2 CHOICES AVAILABLE TO STUDENTS 
The road to trade qualifications now begins at school as early as Year 10, where students 
are able to undertake vocational education and training (VET) programs either as part of 
the school curriculum or by attending the local TAFE or Community Adult Education 
Centre.  In Victoria, in their Year 11 and 12 years, students are able to complete the 
vocational VCAL as an alternate qualification to the academic VCE program.  Within 
VCAL is the compulsory VET component, known as VET in Schools (VETiS) which 
tends to be attractive to the academically less inclined, and students’ self-perception of 
their academic ability is a good indicator of their participation in VET (Anlezark, Karmel, 
& Ong, 2006).  VET is about increasing student knowledge, motivation, self-esteem and 
self-awareness as well as providing specific employment related competencies (Currie & 
McCollow, 2002).  
 
 Clayton et al. (2010, p 21) identified that successful VCAL programs were “relevant, 
work related, engaging, flexible, supportive and, very often, fun”.  Diversity of offerings 
and flexibility in delivery were viewed as critical factors in attracting and engaging 
students.  An example of this can be found at Copperfield College (Victoria) where 
positive student attitudes are encouraged and students have to earn their place in the 
VCAL program; classes are capped at 15; work placement is an integral part of the 
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course; and a requirement of 90% attendance is expected of students (Clayton et al., 
2010).   
 
The establishment of the VCAL was seen as the development of a legitimate pathway for 
students who had been identified within the school as ‘at risk’ (Blake, 2009, p. 8).  In the 
most general sense, the expression ‘at risk’ youth describes young people whose 
educational outcomes are considered low, with an emphasis on not completing senior 
secondary education (Anlezark, 2011).  Interestingly, Blake also identified that the 
language of students being ‘at risk’ was confined to teachers (Blake, 2009, p. 191).  In 
discussing students who were experiencing chronic failure, teacher-participants in Blake’s 
study were quoted as saying: 
There is still that feeling that if you are not good at anything then go and do 
Tech, or go and play with a car [in Auto]; so you have got kids who are 
disengaging from everything, and they are being sent down to those areas… 
(Blake, 2009, p. 173). 
What Blake is intimating here is that this sharing of the VCAL program between those 
students who genuinely want to undertake VET within VCAL, and those students whom 
the teaching staff identify would benefit from the applied learning course that has led to 
large numbers of students going down the trade route path.  There are others who 
acknowledge that VET programs are being used as a “dumping ground for students that 
co-ordinators didn’t know how to deal with” (Brown, 2011).  The students’ opportunity to 
choose to undertake VCAL is therefore being affected by teacher assessment of their 
condition.  A teacher spoke of how “Schools often put their kids in there… because they 
are not going to do well in VCE and it gets that reputation” (Brown, 2011, p. 6).  Failing 
Year 10 students who struggle with subject selection for Year 11 – who are seen by the 
school to be most ‘at risk’ – can now take ‘school-sanctioned’ risks (Blake, 2009, p. 194) 
by participating in the VCAL. In this regard he noted that his teacher-participants 
commented: 
…last year we [Pathways Team] were picking out kids to go into VCAL, but 
now people are saying to me that they have kids who can’t read or write and 
are really struggling; they are asking ‘why didn’t this kid end up in VCAL like 
the others?’ (Blake, 2009, p. 191). 
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Pre-vocational programs are intended to provide students with a realistic preview of the 
range of tasks required of a trainee as well as the working and learning environment 
(Oliver & Karmel, 2011). Pre-vocational programs work well in occupations with low 
skill requirements: sales workers, labourers and machinery operators and drivers, as well 
as in clerical and administrative occupations. They are particularly beneficial for those 
who left school after Year 11 (Oliver & Karmel, 2011).  
 
A pre-vocational Certificate II “qualifies individuals to undertake mainly routine work 
and is a pathway to further learning” (AQF Council, 2011, p. 28). There is no formal 
equivalence in the framework between Certificate II qualification and Year 12.  This was 
a deliberate decision by the council in recognition that Year 12 may fit within any number 
of levels depending on the subjects chosen by the individual student (Oliver, 2012). Lim 
and Karmel (2011) found that compared with Year 12, a Certificate II does not produce 
equivalent further study or employment outcomes. Oliver (2012) suggests that lower level 
qualifications work as a pathway into apprenticeships in the traditional trades, thereby 
giving positive and enduring outcomes for males.  For females, the benefits of lower level 
qualifications appear “more general and pre-vocational in nature” (Oliver, 2012, p. 20).  
 
The effects of completing Year 12 include better full-time employment rates, lower 
incidence of unemployment, higher wages, and higher status jobs (Clayton et al., 2010).  
However, the courses that provided the ‘poorest pathway’ (Thomson, 2005, p. 57) to 
further education and training of any type were the service-clerical vocational, mixed-
eclectic and visual and performing arts courses.  All of these are dominated by female 
enrolments, and generally by those of lower achievement levels.  For females, Certificate 
II leads to significantly poorer labour market outcomes, as measured by the probability of 
being in full-time employment (Lim & Karmel, 2011).  
 
A research project examining factors of Year 12 retention through vocational programs 
(Clayton et al., 2010) suggests that the specific needs of different cohorts of young people 
should be the determinants for how vocational skills are developed. Through a collection 
of case studies, it was acknowledged that allowance for diversity and the identification of 
specific student needs alongside practical and relevant vocational skill development 
assisted the effectiveness of the programs examined. These programs “provide 
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individuals with the opportunity to imagine a future that they might not have previously 
envisioned” (Clayton, Lewanski, Pancini, & Schutt, 2010, p. 6).  For vocational education 
and training in the senior school to serve the interests of students not following an 
academic pathway, the courses must have a real relationship to employment needs and the 
prospects of the students, the employers and the state (Crump & Stanley, 2005).  
 
Ryan (2011) identified that previous studies found that males who complete 
apprenticeships have benefitted more than females completing traineeships, however 
wider acceptance of traineeships has improved this result. Boosting the proportion of 
young people completing school or an apprenticeship to 90% would increase workforce 
numbers by 65,000 and expand the economy by more than nine billion dollars (Blake & 
Gallagher, 2009).  However, there appears to be a discrepancy between the government’s 
desire to fill the skills shortage and the students who do not [always] undertake vocational 
programs with the intention of going on into further study or employment in a particular 
area (Clayton et al., 2010).  The mismatch between student expectations and reality is a 
primary cause of confusion and uncertainty (McInnis, Hartley, Polesel, & Teese, 2000).  
Further, McInnis et al. (2000) attest students still make choices to ignore the best 
professional advice on their capacity to succeed in courses.  
 
 
2.3 STUDENT DECISIONS 
There has been substantial research undertaken about student choices, in particular 
student participation to Year 12 (Khoo & Ainley, 2005), their post school choices (Payne, 
2003) and student tertiary decision making (Leach & Zepke, 2005).  Ryrie (1981) 
identified that students’ decisions were not usually through conscious decision or rational 
choice, but built on assumptions and intentions that may have been made three years prior.  
Students make decisions by adopting taken-for-granted assumptions arising from the 
structure and organization of the schooling process and not from individual choice (Ryrie, 
1981). 
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An analysis of data from Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth6 (LSAY)  reveal that 
students engage in VET in Schools programs because “they see these programs as 
providing a better match with their perceived academic ability” (Anlezark, Karmel, & 
Ong, 2006, p. 7).  For these students the risk of non-employment appears to be less 
threatening than staying at school.  The phenomenon of ‘risk’ is seen by students as 
something external to themselves particularly reflected in their concerns for their future 
(Blake, 2009, p. 191).   Risk was something to be managed, by collecting skills and 
gaining experiences these would help them make the right decisions and act as ‘insurance’ 
for their future, as described by one student: 
I’m doing VET Furnishing and, although I don’t want to get into that industry, 
I like working with wood and tools and that.  It’s always a good thing to have, 
with the modules that get marked off as you go – it all goes towards a 
certificate.  It is always a good thing to have a few extra skills I think (Blake, 
2009, p. 192). 
The subjects that students choose to study in their senior secondary years influence the 
educational and career options after they leave school (Fullarton, Walker, Ainley, & 
Hillman, 2003).  Students who choose subjects without thought as to the ramifications of 
such choices find themselves in a vulnerable position in the workforce (Thomson, 2005).  
Or, again, as described by Clarke: 
While students selecting academic subjects towards a university pathway 
have benefited from exposure to and participation in academic learning 
throughout the junior and middle years, those considering their vocational 
options may be required to make their decisions ‘blind’ or without the benefit 
of exposure to vocational, applied and workplace learning (Clarke, 2012, p. 
30). 
There is concern (Thomson, 2005, p. viii) that some student course choices seem to be 
‘dead ends’ for many of those who choose them.  Rickard and Banville (2006), examining 
the physical education student cohort discovered that the majority of the cohort of high 
school students studied believed that activities taught in their physical education classes 
had no transfer to their choice of activities outside of school (Rickard & Banville, 2006).   
 
                                                 
6 LSAY is a series of surveys that focus on the progress of young Australians as they move through 
secondary school into working life (McMillan & Curtis, 2008).   
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Post school plans tend to reflect understandings of self, including abilities, and the world 
of work, including status of occupations and types of work (Beavis, Murphy, Bryce, & 
Corrigan, 2004). Young people who said that others at school influenced their thinking 
about their futures, particularly teachers and the school career advisor had more positive 
perceptions of the usefulness of the career advice activities in which they participated 
(Rothman & Hillman, 2008).  Thus young people in the LSAY 2003 cohort reported 
(Curtis & McMillan, 2008) quite ambitious career aspirations, aiming for professional or 
paraprofessional occupations beyond employment opportunities whereas positions in 
clerical and labouring jobs had more available work options.  Hamm (2009), in an 
investigation of student preference for undertaking the Diploma of Events instead of one 
of various hospitality [management] courses which had been identified as an area of 
employment skill shortages, found that student expectations for their future were positive, 
but were not based on reasoned or careful analysis of available information before 
enrolling in the events course (Hamm, 2009). 
 
Hamm’s findings  showed student motivation to choose a course was ad hoc, superficial 
and lacking in careful, guided and realistic decision making processes, based on expert, 
informed and strategically focused planning. What seemed to be missing as part of their 
transition into the workforce from school, and VET, was advice and experience from 
employers that could have a positive and perhaps career-defining influence on these 
young people (Hamm, 2009).   
 
Student motivation to stay at school was examined in a longitudinal study of African-
American youth which surveyed the personal beliefs and attitudes of high school students 
in relation to the decision to stay in school (Davis, Ajzen, Saunders, & Williams, 2002). 
Specifically they attempted to isolate the factors that determine students’ intentions to 
stay at school to the end of the year and then eventually to graduate from high school.  
They discovered that many students were concerned about their ability to overcome 
obstacles in their lives that might prevent them from carrying out their intentions to stay 
at school.  Graduation from high school required students to become convinced about the 
long term value of their high school education in terms of such implications as job 
prospects and monetary benefits (Davis et al., 2002). 
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Instead of examining broad societal conditions, personality variables or the social context, 
Davis et al. (2002) used the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) to 
examine the behavioural intention of the African American students to stay at school.  
With its emphasis on personal beliefs and attitudes, perceived social expectations, and 
self efficacy concerns, this theory was regarded as particularly appropriate for studying 
the factors that influence high school students’ decisions to stay at school (Davis, Ajzen, 
Saunders, & Williams, 2002). 
 
 
2.4 INFLUENCES ON DECISION MAKING 
  Vocational programs are influential in retaining young people at school between Year 10 
and Year 11 however they are less influential in encouraging students to progress from 
Year 11 to Year 12 (Anlezark, Karmel, & Ong, 2006).  Students who leave after Year 11 
having completed some vocational studies have much better outcomes the next year 
compared to Year 11 leavers who have not done VET (Anlezark et al., 2006).  A 
fundamental problem is that vocational certificates and completion of Year 12 have 
different aims, making it much harder to make sense of the notion of equivalence (Lim & 
Karmel, 2011).   
 
Using the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 2001) Khoo and Ainley (2005) found 
that, after student background and proficiency in literacy and numeracy were taken into 
account, attitudes to school have a substantial influence on students’ intentions to 
continue to Year 12 and those intentions affect their participation in Year 12.  Research 
tends to examine background characteristics (Khoo & Ainley, 2005), neighbourhoods 
(Johnston, Lee, Shah, Shields, & Spinks, 2013) and socioeconomic levels (James, 2002), 
to explain disengagement (Curtis & McMillan, 2008) and participation to Year 12 
(Fullarton, Walker, Ainley, & Hillman, 2003).  However, theories examining behavioural 
intention (Ajzen, 1988) assign background characteristics to external variables, and focus 
on attitudes and beliefs.    
  
In the school environment, parents, teachers and friends can assist in promoting positive 
attitudes, elevate aspirations, achieve educational success, overcome disadvantage, and 
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increase retention rates (Semo & Karmel, 2011).  Curtis and McMillan (2008) determined 
that positive student-teacher relationships appear to exert an influence on students’ 
behavioural attitudes beyond school where early leavers who had experienced favourable 
relationships appeared more likely to pursue a vocational alternative.  Further, students 
with positive school experiences are more likely to develop positive attitudes toward 
learning throughout their lifetimes (Underwood & Rothman, 2008). 
 
Negative school climate factors such as perceived poor student-teacher relationships, poor 
teacher morale and poor student behaviour, contribute to early leaving (Curtis & 
McMillan, 2008).  An older study (Marks, 1998) analysing student attitudes to school life 
confirmed that a student’s attitude to their achievement at school has a moderate effect on 
the probability of leaving school early.  Understanding of the transferability of skills 
learned (Rickard & Banville, 2006) and marginalization within courses offered in the 
school environment such as girls participating in VET physical education courses (Brown 
& MacDonald, 2001) affect student attitudes.  Factors such as level of engagement in 
school life, academic self-concept, educational aspirations and parental expectations are 
often neglected in models of participation in education (Marks, Fleming, Long, & 
McMillan, 2000).   Analyses presented by Marks et al. (2000) showed that these factors 
are significant influences on Year 12 participation.  Personal connection to the school and 
a “sense of worthwhileness of the schooling experience” (Angus, 2006, p. 370) is linked 
to the decision to comply with the institution of schooling.  
 
The decision to undertake vocational education as part of senior secondary schooling is 
also influenced by the Australian government requirement of compulsory education or 
training to the age of 17 years.  The federal government also offers training places to 
young people until they achieve a Year 12 or equivalent certificate.  This is being 
achieved by the funding of specific vocational education and training (VET) courses in 
secondary schools and technical and further education (TAFE) and allied organizations, 
“providers will be compelled to deliver training which is more responsive to the needs of 
industry” (ALP, 2007, p. 15). 
In 2009, the National Partnership Agreement on Youth Attainment (COAG) declared that 
the goal was “to increase the educational engagement and attainment of young people and 
to improve their transitions to post school education, training and employment through 
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immediate, concerted action supported by broader long term reform”7 (Clayton et al., 
2010).  It has also been recognized that Australians with low educational levels are at risk 
of being marginalized in a knowledge-based society in which labour markets require 
sophisticated skills (James, 2002).   
Australia’s young people have been slow to adjust to the expectation of Year 12 
completion being the minimum education level as preparation for their post school career 
(Anlezark, 2011).  Not only are student completion rates lower than other OECD 
countries (the 2006 Census noted only 71% of 19 year olds had attained Year 12 or its 
equivalent), (Lewanski et al., 2010) but also disengagement is an issue in the school 
(TAFE Directors Australia, 2008).   
Students from government schools are less likely to complete Year 12 than students from 
non-government schools, claim McMillan and Curtis (2008).  Non-completers from the 
government school sectors are less likely to commence VET qualifications.  
Academically low-achieving students are not only more likely not to complete Year 12, 
but also less likely to pursue a vocational pathway (McMillan & Curtis, 2008).   Upon 
leaving school, young people make choices about their future activities. The choices they 
make are constrained by the availability of places, competition for those places, young 
people’s achievements and interests, and their life’s circumstances (Curtis, 2008).  A 
study of persistence in non-apprenticeship courses (McMillan, Rothman, & Wernert, 
2005) found students’ interests and preferences along with a number of educational and 
labour market characteristics such as numeracy competence, course level undertaken, 
hours of paid employment per week and self-perceptions of academic ability were 
associated with patterns of non-completion.    
Hamm (2009) suggests that John Holland’s model for school career vocational orientation 
may assist career advisors by aligning students to making a more informed decision for 
their future career choices.  Holland’s model for school career vocational orientation has 
six categories (Holland, 1985): (1) Realistic for those with an interest in working with 
their hands; (2) Investigative; (3) Artistic; (4) Social; (5) Enterprising and (6) 
Conventional.   
                                                 
7For details on this National Partnership Agreement, see: http://www.deewr.gov.au/Youth/ 
YouthAttainmentand Transitions/Pages/NationalPartnership.aspx  
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The acronym RIASEC is often used in the literature when referring to these categories 
(Beavis, Murphy, Bryce, & Corrigan, 2004).  Holland’s theory provides an efficient way 
to sort individual characteristics and occupations, placing the individual at the heart of 
understanding the dynamics of career choices (Holland, 1985).  According to Beavis et al. 
(2004) there is an association between post-school plans of students and their vocational 
orientation.   Furthermore, a high proportion of students with a Realistic orientation have 
no plans for post school study in contrast to other groups of students.  One interpretation 
of this is that they plan to do an apprenticeship and do not see this as further study, but 
rather an aspect of work (Beavis et al., 2004).  Plans to attend TAFE are strongest among 
those with a Realistic or Social orientation.  Girls with these orientations had the lowest 
average literacy and numeracy scores (Beavis et al., 2004).  The LSAY surveys using 
Holland’s vocational categories identified that apprentices had higher Realistic interests 
than the cohort as a whole (Ainley, Curtis, Rothman, & McKenzie, 2006).  
 
 
2.5 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE OF THIS STUDY 
Leach and Zepke (2005) describe a model to explain three phases of decision making of 
prospective tertiary students: predisposition, search and choice, this model is further 
examined in the next chapter on the theoretical framework.  Given that Leach and Zepke 
(2005) were examining student decision making regarding tertiary choices, some 
identified recommendations are also applicable to vocational education such as early 
intervention (St. John, 1991), early identification of students’ interests, strengths and 
skills (Boyd, Chalmers, & Kumekawa, 2001), more information be made available at 
Year 10, and that students should be made aware of the ramifications of subject choices 
(Whitley & Neil, 1998). This forms the basis of the theoretical framework as detailed in 
the next chapter that sets the direction for this research study.  
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3  METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
This study is interpretative in scope in that it is concerned with the way this specific 
student cohort function as social beings and how they “interrelate and interact with 
society” (Walter, 2006, p. 17), in that they make decisions relating to their education that 
stand at odds to the expectations of school, society and the government.  It is grounded on 
a constructivist epistemology that holds that knowledge is not mechanically acquired, but 
actively constructed within the constraints and offerings of the learning environment, (Liu 
& Matthews, 2005) where learning is a largely situation-specific and context-bound 
activity.   The context of this study is limited to those vocational studies students who 
having completed their studies in the school environment, are now several years out of 
the education system. For the study cohort, the researcher is interested in the way they 
constructed meaning of their educational journey and the impact that these meanings or 
beliefs made on their career decisions which included discontinuing their education prior 
to gaining a Year 12 certificate.  
 
This constructivist epistemology underpins the theoretical perspective of symbolic 
interactionism.  It too, emphasizes the idea that humans construct meaning from the social 
community surrounding them, and provides an expression of meaning, symbols and 
understanding of their interpretation of the world (Robson, 2002). ‘Symbolic 
interactionism’ was a phrase coined by Herbert Blumer who further developed the 
theories of the American philosopher, George H. Mead, and who set out three basic 
premises: that humans act towards things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to 
them; that these meanings arise from the social interaction that one has with others and 
society; and that these meanings are modified by an interpretive process (Blumer, 1969).   
These tenets grew out of the American pragmatism which informed Mead’s social 
psychology and Blumer’s sociology, and remain a significant dimension of symbolic 
interactionism (Crotty, 1998). 
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The symbolic interactionism theory describes the idea that people are distinctively human 
and unique through their use of symbols, and their interaction with each other. It is 
through the symbols of language and other “significant symbols” (Crotty, 1998, p. 75) 
that humans share and communicate with each other.    
 
Mead called himself a ‘social behaviourist’ (Charon, 2010, p. 34) because he believed 
that humans must be understood in terms of what they do rather than who they are:  that 
without an understanding of mind, symbols and self, human behaviour cannot be 
understood for what it actually is. To measure physical behaviour alone without trying to 
understand the thinking behind it was to ignore the central qualities of the human being 
(Charon, 2010).  Using a symbolic interactionist lens, this study will scrutinize how these 
students describe themselves as individuals and their attitudes and beliefs within a social 
context.   
 
Researchers try to understand how people construct their own reality, as “meaning is not 
discovered, but constructed” (Crotty, 1998, p. 9).  The students under study are presumed 
to be purposeful creatures who actively shape their own behaviour.  The social act of 
engagement is a fundamental unit of social psychological analysis and to understand the 
behavioural intention of these students, we need to use methods that enable us to discern 
meanings that can be attributed to the decisions that they make (Robson, 2002).   
 
Using the three premises as described by Mead, the following sections provide further 
detail to support the theoretical perspective.  This study is a search for meaning: the 
meanings that students make of the decisions that they have made. The first section 
relates to the personal or internal meaning of the students’ decisions; the second to the 
influences that affect those decisions; and the third section provides an opportunity for 
interpretation. 
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3.2  PREMISE ONE  
Humans act towards things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to them 
(Blumer, 1969) 
It is perhaps incongruous that the academically weaker students have been  given an 
educational  lifeline in the senior school years that is viewed – sadly – as a “second class” 
(Blake & Gallagher, 2009, p. 66) citizen education, and the students who undertake this 
course are treated differently to the other students.  Perhaps not in every school, and 
perhaps not in every year, whichever way it is examined, the VCAL program comes from 
a different teaching practice and a different philosophy than the liberal academic 
education of VCE.   
 
For the purpose of this discussion, some definitions of these educational differences need 
to be provided.  Liberal education is described as the study of history, philosophy, 
language and literature, and attempts to lead a person from information, to knowledge, 
and to wisdom (Elias & Merriam, 2005). It has been asserted that: 
Liberal education consists of training in the liberal arts and of understanding 
the leading ideas that have animated mankind.  It aims to help the human 
being learn to think for himself, to develop his highest human powers 
(Hutchins, [1953] 1995, p. 7). 
 
Liberal education was designed specifically for the elite, those who had leisure time, time 
to gain from the wisdom of others.  It was those of the progressive movement who saw 
that learning was to be shared by all people for their own good and the betterment of the 
society in which they lived. As Hutchins describes: 
Liberal education was the education of rulers.  It was the education of those 
who had leisure.  Democracy and industry, far from making liberal education 
irrelevant, make it indispensable and possible for all the people.  Democracy 
makes every man a ruler, for the heart of democracy is universal suffrage 
(Hutchins, [1953] 1995, p. 8). 
 
In contrast, vocational education, in its current recognized form, draws its origins from a 
mix of philosophies originating with Dewey and the progressive movement of the early 
twentieth century.  The emphasis was upon vocational and utilitarian training, learning by 
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experience and responding to social and community problems (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  
It was developed to enhance the learning of adults, both outside their working 
environment, providing stimuli not gained at work; and inside the work environment to 
hone existing skills and establish new ones. 
 
Vocational education was further enhanced by the contribution of the behaviourists, who 
believed the ultimate goal of education was to bring about behaviour that would ensure 
the survival of humanity as societies and individuals (Elias & Merriam, 2005). The role of 
the teacher was to design an environment that elicited the desired behaviour, and 
extinguished behaviour that was not desirable.  The behaviourists also developed the idea 
of behavioural objectives, of accountability, of evidence-based practice that could be 
assessed against specific criteria (Elias & Merriam, 2005). This paved the foundations of 
competency based training upon which the VCAL program is based. 
 
Rather than return to a split system of education of technical and high schools, secondary 
schools in Victoria want to be seen to be providing appropriate and desired pathway 
options for all their students (Brown & Sutton, 2008). Thus the VET – or vocational 
option - was given parity with VCE, and the VCAL was given Year 12 equivalence upon 
completion of a VET Certificate II level course (DEECD, 2010).  It is understood that 
through their personal choice, their scholastic performance or their personal aptitude these 
students have been recommended to undertake the VCAL program.   
 
The VCAL program is based on the assumption that students in this program have an 
understanding that by making this choice they are choosing a pathway that leads them 
into the workforce rather than to continuing their education into the tertiary sector.  What 
they are abandoning, as far as the education they will receive, is perhaps much less clear.  
Lindeman describes it as the loss of joy in education: 
Education conceived as preparation for life locks the learning process within 
a vicious circle … Education within the vicious circle becomes not a joyous 
enterprise but rather something to be endured because it leads to a satisfying 
end.  But there can be no genuine joy in the end if its means are irritating and 
painful.  Generally therefore those who have “completed” a standardized 
regimen of education promptly turn their faces in the opposite direction 
(Lindeman, [1961] 1995, pp. 31-32).  
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Seeking the meaning of the decision to discontinue their education from this cohort will 
reveal a perspective about the education process which may be different from the normal 
or expected response. This study is dealing with ‘ordinary’ students not specifically 
identified by social or cultural behaviour, and yet there are markers of common behaviour 
and expectations: they leave school; it is assumed that they believe they can manage in 
the workforce with their current education level; it is the intention of this study to find 
and analyse some of the assumptions upon which they base their decisions. 
 
 
3.3 PREMISE TWO  
Meanings arise from the social interaction that one has with others and society 
(Blumer, 1969) 
Students in Year 10 make a decision to continue with their studies into VCE, or into 
VCAL.  The decision that they make at this point is perhaps not identified as a major 
marker in their lives, and other people, possibly within the family or within the school 
strongly influence this decision. Factors such as family environment, the occupation of 
the student’s parents, the type of school, the courses available, the achieved grades, and 
peer pressure all affect the final decision. Again, these are mostly external influences and 
do not adequately include the personal attitude and beliefs of the student themselves: their 
interests, their perceived capabilities and their career hopes. Further to this are the 
opportunities on offer to the individual student. 
In order to analyse this decision effectively, the use of a model developed by Leach and 
Zepke (2005) may prove to be useful.  Leach and Zepke (2005) described a model to 
explain three phases of decision making of prospective tertiary students: predisposition, 
search and choice (Table 2).  The first, the predisposition stage, considers family 
background, parental disposition to tertiary education, degree of self-belief and the nature 
of the school attended. The second, the search stage, focuses on career aspirations, 
academic achievement and information about tertiary institutions.  The third, choices 
stage is dealing with the choice to pursue specific tertiary programmes based on 
admission opportunity, costs and rewards.   
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Completing the model, Leach and Zepke (2005) also identified four themes, the first  
theme is the decision making process; the second theme concerns the factors that inform 
the decision making process; the third theme outlines information requirements that 
support decision making and the fourth theme examines the diversity on decision making. 
 
Table 2 Working Model for Decision-Making  
Decisions Factors Information Diversity 
Predisposition Socio-economic status 
Parental disposition 
Self-belief in ability 
school 
Family experience Socio-economic 
status 
Gender 
Cultural habitus 
Search Career aspirations 
Academic 
achievement 
Subject area interest 
Institutional profile 
- location 
- courses offered 
- reputation/ image 
Costs 
Information networks 
interpersonal 
information 
- home 
- school 
- peers 
Contact with providers 
- taster courses 
- involving parents 
- brochures 
Different aspirations 
Minorities 
- community 
orientation 
- job often more 
important 
Gender differences 
Choice Right course 
Admission 
Social fit 
Communication with 
institution of choice 
- open days 
- information on needs 
Cultural differences 
Gender differences 
Age differences 
Source: Leach & Zepke (2005, p. 15). 
 
This model deals specifically with prospective university students. However, it provides a 
useful mechanism to describe the same process of decision making that vocational studies 
students are required to make in Year 10 or earlier. The predisposition stage includes 
similar aspects for both groups, the search stage incorporates school choice rather than 
university, where different schools offer different VET programs, one may offer 
automotive where another may offer carpentry; or for girls one may offer hairdressing 
and another fashion design.   
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The choice stage is also impacted on the offer of a place, and the social fit, in that the 
final choice, rather than being selection of a university and course, becomes a choice of 
which school and which VET course to complement the decision to undertake VCAL.  
 
This model provides a basis for analysis of the first decision that this student cohort 
make: the decision to undertake vocational studies in school which include VCAL and 
VET courses. However, further consideration needs to be made regarding the influence or 
power of each of the three stages. Following on from the idea of separation of available 
choices with the decision process (as described in the literature review), this impacts the 
balance of family disposition, experience and expectations with available choices. This 
can be best described visually in a diagram (Figure 7) that shows a balancing act between 
predisposition and choice. The final decision is influenced by both these stages and not 
necessarily in sequential order. 
 
Figure 7 Balancing the Decision Process 
In reality, for the Year 10 student approaching the senior years of school, there may be 
almost no choice at all, and the decision that the student makes goes almost unnoticed. It 
is for this reason that the Leach and Zepke model has been used to soften the impact of 
family background and heighten the element of choice.  The parental decision to send 
their child to a particular secondary school may have been made based on the fact that the 
chosen secondary school receives students from the feeder primary school which their 
child had been attending. This is the case for both government and Catholic schools. 
However, Catholic schools run regular information nights and display their educational 
wares to prospective families in showcase evenings and personal interviews. These two 
types of schools are mentioned here because this is where the majority of students 
Predisposition
Choice
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undertaking VCAL courses attend. A modified working model for decision-making 
describes these Year 10 students’ decisions (Table 3). 
 
Table 3 Working Model for Decision-Making, Modified to Suit Year 10 Students 
Decisions Factors Information Diversity 
Predisposition Socio-economic status 
Parental disposition 
Self-belief in ability 
school 
Family experience Socio-economic status 
Gender 
Cultural habitus 
Search Career aspirations 
Subject area interest 
Transport availability 
Admission 
Opportunity to relocate 
to alternate school 
(zoning) 
Courses on offer at 
current school 
Courses on offer at 
other local schools 
Aspirations of 
employment: 
trade or non-trade 
Gender differences 
Choice Right course for 
preferred career 
 
Communication with 
school through parent 
interviews; information 
nights; 
Personal interviews 
Socio-economic 
difference 
Gender difference 
Location: regional, 
metropolitan 
Source: Adapted from Leach & Zepke (2005, p.15) 
 
For the Year 10 student, the choice stage (as provided above in the model) includes the 
choice of VCE or VCAL, the choice of VET trade or non-trade courses, the choice of 
VCAL level (Foundation or Intermediate) and the choice of speed of completion (one or 
two years). The final decision is also intricately wrapped up with perceived academic 
ability, current scholastic grades, personal course interest and peer group pressure which 
are components of the predisposition stage.  The message of the value of education, the 
relevance of the courses on offer to career aspirations and encouragement from parents 
and teachers are factored in to the search stage of the model.  
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3.4 PREMISE THREE   
Meanings are modified by an interpretive process (Blumer, 1969) 
It is the elusive search for personal meaning that defines us as people. This was described 
thus: 
In what areas do most people appear to find life’s meaning?  We have only 
one pragmatic guide: meaning must reside in the things for which people 
strive, the goals they set for themselves, their wants, needs, desires and wishes 
(Lindeman, [1961] 1995, p. 35) 
The conceptual framework for the study is provided by the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(Ajzen, 1991). The theory has been used successfully in attempts to provide a better 
understanding of such diverse behaviours as voting, family planning, dieting and 
consumer behaviour (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).  In a study examining African-American 
student decision making regarding school completion (Davis et al., 2002), researchers 
utilized the Theory of Planned Behaviour to examine the personal beliefs and attitudes of 
African American youth with respect to the decision to stay in school and to use this 
information to predict actual behaviour in regards school completion (Figure 8).  
 
 
Figure 8 Theory of Planned Behaviour   Source: Ajzen (2006) 
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This research investigates the behavioural intentions that lead secondary school 
vocational students to a decision to discontinue their education.  The Theory of Planned 
Behaviour was chosen for this study to develop an understanding of students’ beliefs that 
underpin their behavioural intention to leave school.  The focus remains on the students 
themselves, with external factors such as socioeconomic status or type of school 
(government or independent) playing a much smaller role in the overall analysis. This is 
due to the need to keep the stories that they tell uncorrupted by their cultural background, 
maintaining the ordinariness of the students involved. 
It is with a word of caution that the language of this research adjusts the use of the 
phrases ‘student decision-making’ or ‘student choices’ to include the phrase ‘student 
behavioural intention’.  Decisions are made, and they are influenced by external factors 
which Ajzen calls ‘external variables’, and internal factors, which Ajzen calls ‘beliefs’,  
however, what is being examined here is a behavioural event: students who were able to 
complete their studies suddenly behaved in an unexpected manner: they left school. 
Therefore this research quite specifically is examining the intention behind that event, the 
‘behavioural intention’.  In common language, it is the collection of decisions that were 
made, the factors and people who influenced that (single) or those (plural) decisions that 
led to the intention to leave school. 
 
 
 
3.4.1 THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOUR 
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) seeks to explore a person’s 
volitional behaviour as predicted by beliefs and intentions. Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) 
model as set out in Figure 8 provides three components that describe factors that 
influence behaviour. These are a favourable or unfavourable evaluation of the behaviour 
(attitude toward the behaviour); perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the 
behaviour (subjective norm), and self-efficacy in relation to the behaviour (perceived 
behavioural control).  In combination these three factors lead to the formation of the 
behavioural intention to undertake or not a particular behaviour. 
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 A person’s attitudes towards behaviour (Ajzen, 2001), combined with subjective norms 
(what they perceive how other people expect them to behave) and perceived behavioural 
control (resources, skills and opportunities perceived to affect the intention to behave in a 
particular way) provide a three-pronged description of behavioural intentions.  Perceived 
behavioural control can also have motivational implications, influencing the formation of 
behavioural intentions. The Theory of Planned Behaviour was considered to be a useful 
theoretical approach to adopt for this study because it provided a model that has been 
widely used in both quantitative, and less frequently qualitative research to explain and 
predict particular behaviours.  Its power comes from the singular focus of – usually – one 
event, in this case the early departure from school by individual students and the method 
of analysis of this event through the model descriptors. 
 
Behavioural beliefs influence personal attitudes towards behaviour.  Attitudes are 
determined by the belief that a desired outcome will occur if a particular behaviour is 
followed (Ajzen, 1991).  Normative beliefs constitute the underlying determinants of 
subjective norms, which is the influence of other people’s attitudes and beliefs on 
personal intentions.  Social reproduction assigns people particular roles in society (Ajzen, 
1991).  Students make choices about their educational goals based on their beliefs about 
what their family, school and peers expects of them.  Control beliefs provide the basis for 
perceptions of behavioural control where external factors can influence intentions (Ajzen, 
1991).   
 
Further to the belief structure, Ajzen also included an individual’s response to the beliefs 
and factors, and this has been diagrammatically modelled by Nutbeam and Harris (2010) 
in Figure 9. This is a useful development of the original model, because it places three 
‘responses’ into the model. These are the evaluation of behavioural outcomes, the 
motivation to comply with subjective norms and the perceived power an individual has in 
relation to a given situation (Nutbeam & Harris, 2010). These will be further examined by 
this study. 
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Figure 9 Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (modified).    
Source: Nutbeam & Harris (2010, p. 14). 
 
 
3.4.2 APPLYING THE THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOUR 
In order to understand students’ behavioural intention, it is necessary to explore the 
beliefs of the student cohort, understand the issues as they perceive them, identify the 
factors they see as affecting their beliefs and behaviour and determine the perceived 
barriers to taking action. Using the model of Theory of Planned Behaviour as a base, a 
sequence of ‘Sample Beliefs’ was developed in order to show the variance that can occur 
from student responses.  This was not to pre-empt what the data would show, but rather it 
was used as a mechanism for an understanding of how these beliefs play such a strong 
part of the behavioural intention. 
 
Behavioural intentions are assumed to capture the motivational factors that influence a 
behaviour: they are indications of how hard people are willing to try, of how much of an 
effort they are planning to exert in order to perform a behaviour.  However, the 
Behavioural 
intention
Attitude towards 
behaviour
Behavioural beliefs 
Evaluation of behavioural 
outcomes
Subjective norm
Normative beliefs
Motivation to comply
Perceived 
Behavioural 
control
Control beliefs
Perceived power
Behaviour
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performance of most behaviours depend at least to some degree on such non-motivational 
factors such as opportunity or resources (Ajzen, 1991).  Behind a person’s attitudes 
towards behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control lie a belief 
structure that influences them. Ajzen identified these beliefs as behavioural, normative 
and control beliefs and are diagrammatically identified in Figures 10 and 11.  
 
Firstly, a model of Normative Belief is described in Figure 10. Quite simply, students 
believe that school is either important or not important, and they are influenced in this 
decision by their family and friends and by their own aspirations.  For a student who 
believes that school is important, they may approach school with a positive outlook, they 
may participate in extra curricula activity such as sport or drama, they are motivated to 
comply with teachers and parents expectations to do well at school and complete the 
course. Or, on the other hand, they may not. 
 
Figure 10 Normative Belief (TPB 1) 
 
Secondly, a more complex model of Behavioural Beliefs is described in Figure 11. 
Students believe they are able to do the school work expected of them, or they believe 
they are unable to do the work. They act on this belief, that is, they attempt something, 
and therefore, they learn something.  For example, struggling students who believe they 
are not able to do the work may put in stupendous effort, maybe get external help, like a 
tutor, and succeed, they learn that the work they are doing has relevance to the career they 
They believe   
something
School is important
Parents expectations 
friends
Career driven 
School is not 
important
Parents expectations 
friends
No career drive, no 
connection between 
school & work 
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want to pursue.  Or just as possible an able student perceives that school has no relevance 
to where he is at that moment and so his attempt is inadequate and he fails.   
 
Figure 11 Behavioural Beliefs (TPB 2) 
The third belief, Control Belief, is about perceived opportunities and resources, and how 
much volitional control students believe they have over such opportunities and resources.  
Although this can be described in a diagram as being separate from the other beliefs, there 
is an opportunity here to ‘put them all together’ in one diagram, in order to visually 
understand the complexity of the matter (Figure 12).  
They believe   
something
Able to do 
course work
They attempt 
something
Succeed
Fail
They learn 
something
Perceived 
relevance
Perceived 
non-relevance
Not able to do 
course work
They attempt 
something
Succeed
Fail
They learn 
something
Perceived 
relevance
Perceived 
non-relevance
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Figure 12  Three Beliefs (TPB 3) 
This, however, only describes one side of the story, and so a further diagram is required 
to show the ‘mirror’ event (Figure 13).  This second diagram describes the ‘mirror view’ 
which can be interpreted as the opposite to Figure 12.  It is important to understand how 
these two diagrams are different. One (Figure 12) comes from a positive perspective 
(students believe that school is important, and they are able to do the course work), while 
the other (Figure 13) is from a negative perspective (students believe that school is not 
important and they are not able to do the course work). 
They believe   
something
Able to do 
course work
They attempt 
something
Succeed
Fail
They learn 
something
Perceived 
relevance
Perceived non-
relevance
School is 
important
They experience 
something
Positive school 
experience
Negative school 
experience
They expect 
something
To stay @ school
To leave school
There are 
opportunities
They control 
something
Resources & 
opportunities
No resources 
limited 
opportunities
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Figure 13  Three Beliefs (mirror image TPB 3) 
 
The importance of these two diagrams (Figure 12 and Figure 13) is that together they 
show something rather remarkable and that is that there can be positive outcomes from a 
negative belief and negative outcomes from a positive belief. To describe one example: 
students believe that school is not important for their future career opportunities but they 
have a positive experience of school and so they hand in assignments, contribute to the 
life of the school and succeed (Figure 13); or a second example: able students who 
understand the importance of their education for career opportunities believe they have no 
control over (financial) resources and that they will not have the opportunity to take their 
education further (Figure 12). 
They believe   
something
Not able to do 
course work
They attempt 
something
Succeed
Fail
They learn 
something
Perceived 
relevance
Perceived non-
relevance
School is 
unimportant
They experience  
something
Positive school 
experience
Negative school 
experience
They expect 
something
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There are limited 
opportunities
They control 
something
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opportunities
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opportunities
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It would be neat to locate these two Figures (12 and 13), across a single page in order to 
visualize the idea of mirror image.  However, each student travels down only one ‘belief 
path’ and so they are kept as separate identities. 
 
These ‘belief models’ become a useful tool to describe the differences between students, 
and the belief structure that assisted their decision process. It is predictable that they will 
not look the same as each other despite limiting the themes examined to their 
understanding of the importance of school, their perceived ability to complete the 
coursework and their perceived control over opportunities and resources.  The outcome, 
that is the action that they take, is the same: they leave school early having completed 
Year 11 successfully. What the belief paths help us to understand is the complex mix of 
processes that brought these students to that action. 
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4  RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHOD 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
Within the context of this study is the acknowledgement that ordinary students have 
hopes and dreams even if they are unable to reach their potential. By taking away the 
opportunity to complete the academic stream (VCE) but insisting that these less academic 
students stay in the school system (and undertake VCAL), this research by answering the 
research question aims to understand whether the system is doing enough to support these 
students and to prepare them for a vocational career path. 
 
The assumption that VCAL will provide a pathway into a trade occupation has barely 
been challenged. What this research is exploring is the journey of a few students who 
have travelled the trade route. The intention is to bypass the usual conversations about 
‘disengagement’ and to focus on the beliefs and decisions that these students made along 
the way.  By talking to ex-students who have been out of school for several years it is 
more revealing than talking to school students about their intentions of career and 
employment. The cases described show a pattern that has the potential to be further 
explored in a larger study. Supported by Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour and Leach 
and Zepke’s working model of decision making, this research draws attention to a cohort 
of students who have become disadvantaged by the system that has been created to help 
them. 
 
Ethics approval was sought from the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University 
of Ballarat and the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. 
Approval was gained in May and June 2013 respectively. Letters to principals of several 
schools initiated the process of identifying suitable participants and the data collection 
process. 
 
 
 
 
 
48 
 
4.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 
The diagram (Figure 14) below describes the Research Approach used in this study. 
 
 
  Figure 14 Research Approach.  Source: Crotty (1998). 
 
The focus of the study was to explore the journey stories of a small number of 
informants who left school at the end of Year 11 having successfully completed the 
VCAL Intermediate Certificate. It was the intention of the research to ensure that a 
range of different experiences and perceptions are identified; therefore consideration was 
given to the inclusion of information rich cases of VCAL students that reflect the 
population diversity. Year 11 VCAL Foundation Certificate completers are not included 
in this study cohort due to the nature of the VET certificate components (commonly 
Certificate I in Work Ready Skills) that they are more likely to undertake. This 
qualification (Certificate I) is acknowledged to be dependent on further study such as pre-
apprenticeship certificates (Certificate II). 
 
Qualitative interviewing (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) was selected as the appropriate 
method for this investigation. As a tool of research, semi-structured interviewing 
provides an intentional way of learning about people’s feelings, thoughts and 
experiences.  It is an opportunity for people to describe their worlds in their own 
terms (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  It is also an opportunity for students (or more 
Epistemology: 
Constructivism
Theoretical Framework:  
Symbolic Interactionism
Decision Theory:
Theory of Planned Behaviour 
Method:
Qualitative Interviewing
Research Tool:
Semi Structured Interviews
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correctly, ex-students) to talk: to chat about themselves, their experiences, their 
aspirations and their career progress, in their own words.  
 
The choice of qualitative interviewing (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) as the method is 
justified because the researcher was not in a position to pick up the day to day 
conversations of the students in question. The reason for this is because, for this study, the 
researcher was positioned as an outsider looking in, rather than ethnographically from an 
insider perspective.   
 
This study is qualitative in nature, adopting a flexible design that supports a focus on the 
credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability of the research (Robson, 
2002). Credibility is concerned with the accumulation of evidence that the measures, 
findings and discussion provide a relatively accurate answer to the research question. 
Credibility is the aggregated evidence from relevancy, plausibility and competency.  
 
The questionnaire was relevant because it was developed using Ajzen’s Theory of 
Planned Behaviour and the belief system that he developed within the theory, thereby 
providing structure to the guiding questions.  It was the intention of the researcher not 
to corrupt the participant’s knowledge and experiences with preconceived notions of the 
likely responses, and so the interview guiding questions were more for focusing the 
conversation rather than following a controlled line of inquiry. 
 
In-depth interviews were used to encourage conversations with each participant in an 
unthreatening and informal setting, in order to allow a detailed response from the 
participants. It was expected that each individual interview would take approximately 60 
minutes, managed by a collection of guiding questions, (see interview questions in 
Appendix 2) which the interviewee was encouraged to discuss at length. Clarification and 
elaboration are an integral part of the interview, and the intention was that there was a 
common experience of genuine enrichment (Kvale, 1996).  
 
In-depth interviews provided the flexibility to guide the discussion, but allowed 
impromptu conversation development to enhance the interview and give depth to the data 
collected for analysis (Rudestam & Newton, 2007).  Plausibility is evident in the detailed 
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transcribing and analysis of the interviews. Using the structure of the two models 
described in the previous chapter, the analysis drew strength from previous research to 
unpack the findings as discussed in the next chapters. 
 
Competency is evident in the personal story of the researcher and the accumulated 
experience that she has in conducting research and interviewing people, firstly as a 
reference librarian and then secondly as a secondary school teacher and adult education 
facilitator.  She has an accumulation of qualifications related to training, adult education 
and research.  There is also a history of dealing with people from all walks of life in a 
remarkably broad range of settings, including self-employment, personal hobbies and 
community interests.  
 
Transferability of this research is feasible due to the extensive use of research models that 
are well respected within the research community, thereby providing a structure for the 
analysis of additional data, and a basis for providing deeper insights into student 
experiences. 
 
The significance of the research is in the redefining of this group of students, and by 
exploring just a sample of these students is to understand that they are ordinary 
individuals with hopes and desires that are deserving of recognition and support in a 
much more active way both within the school system and out of it. 
 
 
 
4.3 RESEARCH METHOD 
A number of limitations have been identified in the process of constructing this method of 
inquiry. The key shortcomings of in-depth interviews are the number of informants that 
can be interviewed and the inability to generalize findings to a whole population due to 
both sample size and the method of selection.  Notwithstanding the limitations of the 
methodology, this approach was judged to be the best way of capturing a portrayal of 
journey stories from this cohort. 
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The informants were selected using a purposive sampling technique (Silverman, 
2005) that focused on a set of parameters that included the type of VET courses the 
students undertook at school. This is diagrammatically described in Figure 15, which 
makes the distinction between the apprenticeship path (Trade/Craft) and the non-
trade path (Services). 
 
 
Figure 15 Purposive Sampling of Informants 
The split between female and male students undertaking VCAL has been consistent over 
the past six years, with an average of 64% being male and 36% being female (VCAA, 
2007 - 2014).  To reflect this imbalance between the genders, five participants were 
chosen, three male and two female. It is also important to note that trades courses are not 
the domain of only the males: hairdressing and dressmaking are also ‘trades’ available to 
both genders. 
 
Table 4 Study Participants 
Name of Participant VET type VET Course studied at school 
Colin Trade Building & Construction 
Daniel Trade Automotive 
Brian Trade Automotive 
Mandy Trade Dressmaking 
Diane Services Community Services 
 
Year 11 
Completers
Male
Trade Services
Female
Trade Services
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The apprenticeship pathway in this context include the more traditional trades of 
building, automotive and engineering, hairdressing and kitchen operations.  Also 
included in this definition are the agriculture, horticulture and equine industries.  The 
services path include those courses that may be precursors to traineeships however 
employment is not a guarantee of further training in the same sense as traditional 
apprenticeships. The other difference is that traditional apprenticeships can take up to 
four years to complete, traineeships are generally able to be completed within one 
year. Services areas include hospitality (front of house), community services and 
community recreation and outdoor recreation. It also includes business, retail, small 
business management, graphics and information technology. The creative arts also 
feature among these courses, involving music, dance and creative industries 
including media. 
 
The interviews were conducted in a public place of the participants choosing, where 
they were comfortable to talk about their school journey. One participant, Diane, 
brought her partner, Lily, along to the interview because, as she described, she had 
been mugged some time previous and, from fear, now never travels alone.  Lily 
happily contributed to the conversation in a positive and friendly fashion. 
 
It is that these students are ordinary that makes their stories so poignant and worthy of 
recording and investigation. Of particular interest is the individuality of each journey 
story. The analysis of the journey stories is a way of sharing in the lives of a cohort of 
students that is not so familiar to education policy makers, university researchers and 
professors.   
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4.4 ANALYSING THE DATA 
Ajzen’s (1988) Theory of Planned Behaviour provide the three determinants to 
behavioural intention and the activities that follow, as described in the model, have been 
used as the building blocks for the research question and the guiding questions to be 
asked of the informants at interview, and also have been used to guide the data analysis. 
The interview data, having been transcribed from taped interviews, has been 
categorized into themes for analysis.  
 
The beliefs and actions as detailed in the Theory of Planned Behaviour were used as 
the themes for this research study.  Themes offer descriptions of how people behave, 
they provide explanations for how and why things happen, related themes help build 
a broader description and they can be explicitly stated by the interviewee, or they 
need to be deduced from what was said (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  These themes have 
been depicted in a diagrammatic format, to show pictorially the variance that has 
occurred within each case. They are based on the belief structure that each student 
has developed about their own ability, the importance of school and the opportunities 
that are available to them on early school completion. 
 
Rather than provide generalizations about the results of this analysis, the cases 
described are assigned into three groups: by keeping their stories ‘whole’ rather than 
breaking them down into individual parts, the focus remains on the person.  The 
limits of this thesis curtail the number of participants interviewed. 
 
Supporting this analysis are discussion sections which draw from previous research – 
not all of it recent – to give weight to the analysis and to confirm that the issues 
raised have been considered by other research in the past and currently, to various 
effect.  
 
Throughout the research process I have been constantly challenged to reconsider 
what I know in my personal experience and what I have read, in particular I have 
been influenced by Lawrence Stenhouse: 
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Over the past years I must have read as external examiner hundreds of 
student essays which, drawing mainly on the work of Bernstein (who denies 
the implication) and other sociologists, paint a picture of working-class 
educational disadvantage based on bad home background and linguistic 
deprivation.  In only one case has a student argued that her careful study of 
six working-class children and their homes flatly contradicted what she was 
being taught in college.  
I draw two conclusions. Findings from research are not to be accepted but to 
be tested, and to be tested by attempting to overthrow them.  And whenever 
findings rather than investigation are taken to be the basis of practice they 
will be selected and interpreted to fit our prejudices; for without a ‘habitude 
of carrying out investigation’ research findings can never be called to 
account (Stenhouse, 1976, p. 197).    
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5  FINDINGS 
5.1 INTRODUCING THE PARTICIPANTS 
In the findings described in this chapter are the stories of five young people in their early 
to mid-20s who have taken the trade route at school (VCAL and VET) and, at the end of 
Year 11, they left school.  One of them, Colin, took the expected route and went into an 
apprenticeship.  His story is included because he acts as a base line for the other stories. 
He also has something important to say about his school journey. 
 
There are similarities and differences with each of the respondents. To reduce repetition 
later, some of these similarities are discussed in this introductory section.  This 
introduction is also an opportunity to apply the model of decision making as described by 
Leach and Zepke (2005). This model is useful when the idea of the decision to go into 
VCAL and VET in Year 11 is examined because it looks deeper than just asking the 
question ‘did you make a decision?’ The first phase, the predisposition stage, considers 
family background, parental disposition to tertiary education, degree of self-belief and the 
nature of the school attended.  
 
Decisions Factors Information Diversity 
Predisposition Socio-economic status 
Parental disposition 
Self-belief in ability 
school 
Family experience Socio-economic status 
Gender 
Cultural habitus 
 
In an attempt to tell the stories of ‘ordinary’ students, stereotypical socioeconomic factors 
have been kept separated from the students. It is an error to conclude that all VCAL 
students belong in the following description, however, it is also true that a substantial 
proportion could be described in the following manner. 
 
Four of the five participants come from white, working class families, whose parents are 
still married and maintain a nuclear family household. The father has been the 
breadwinner for the life of the marriage, and his employment, or self-employment, has 
been in the trade sector where he has worked in a consistent fashion all his working life. 
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Thus Brian’s father has been a builder for “45 years” and Colin’s father is a plasterer, 
Daniel’s father was a builder who later worked for the city council.  Their parents 
probably left school by the end of Year 10, and their fathers would have taken up 
apprenticeships as an entry point to their lifelong careers. Their mothers would have been 
home-makers.  Mandy’s mother took up part time employment in the service industry 
sector once Mandy (the youngest child of three) was in secondary school. They attended 
the local state primary school and then transferred with their primary school cohort to the 
local secondary school. 
 
The fifth participant, Diane, does not fit into that picture.  She grew up with two mothers.  
In Year 11 Diane ‘came out’ in her own right, and currently has a relationship with an 
energetic girl called Lily. Although Diane mostly attended government schools, there was 
a history of school swapping, which included a short time at a Christian College but she 
“changed because they had ridiculous rules.  I really, really hated life, I couldn’t wear my 
hair down, etc., like that….  So eventually got to the point where I had a nose piercing 
and I had to wear a band aid over my nose every day if I wanted to keep it or I had to 
leave the school. So eventually I transferred from the school and went to [another 
school]”. 
 
In the Leach and Zepke model there is discussion [of secondary students examining 
university choices] in the second, search stage, which focuses on career aspirations, 
academic achievement and information about tertiary institutions.  In the adapted model, 
the premise is that students have an opportunity to examine which school offered the best 
opportunity for their career choice.  There are some secondary factors which need to be 
considered such as transport and relocation due to zoning of some schools. 
 
Decisions Factors Information Diversity 
Search Career aspirations 
Subject area interest 
Transport availability 
Admission 
Opportunity to relocate to 
alternate school (zoning) 
Courses on offer at 
current school 
Courses on offer at 
other local schools 
Aspirations of 
employment: 
trade or non-trade 
Gender differences 
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In actuality, the first four young people identified [Brian, Colin, Daniel and Mandy] 
stayed at their feeder government secondary school.   Diane, as mentioned, did not. She 
chose to move schools mid-year in Year 9 and again in Year 10 which limited her choices. 
Diane: Before I moved to [independent school in Year 9] I was bullied and there were 
fights, with my friends, and my friend wanted to change schools so we moved together, 
because we both weren’t getting along with that school which was [original feeder 
secondary school]. And then I moved to that with her, and did not like the rules. I dunno, 
it was the time of the year as well. They weren’t taking students at many of the high 
schools, and the only one I could get into was the [independent school]. So then I really 
didn’t have many options after I left there other than [trade school] because [local] High 
and the rest of them weren’t taking them till next year and I couldn’t stay home for six 
months or something like that. 
 
FG: So you felt you were pressured by circumstance? 
 
Diane: I didn’t really have another choice, and – but also, at the same time it was what I 
wanted to do. It could be partially a pathway to what I wanted to do, which was 
nursing… it was like a stepping stone, and it kinda got me on that road…. 
 
The third, choices stage, in the original model deals with tertiary offers and acceptances.  
In the adapted model the choice is of which school and which VET course to complement 
the decision to undertake VCAL.  It was only Diane, who considered a school that offered 
her a pathway opportunity to her career of choice. 
 
Decisions Factors Information Diversity 
Choice Right course for 
preferred career 
 
Communication with 
school through parent 
interviews; 
information nights; 
Personal interviews 
Socio-economic 
difference 
Gender difference 
Location: regional, 
metropolitan 
 
Both Daniel and Brian chose Certificate II in Automotive Services as their VET study.  
Daniel did it because he enjoyed working with cars, Brian was interested in engineering. 
FG: So can you actually remember what kind of decisions that you made in that Year 9 / 
Year 10 time, as to where you were going with your career? Where you wanted to go? 
 
Brian:  I always loved motors, and all that sort of stuff, and the careers classes were to 
lead me in the right direction I suppose – to find out what I really liked.  
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FG: So you were doing career classes in Year 10? 
 
Brian: Yes  
 
FG: And you found that really helpful? 
 
Brian: Yep, I also did woodworking classes and that sort of stuff, and I was hands-on 
 
The influence of parents waned as the young people got closer to their completion of 
secondary school.  Colin’s parents’ contribution to his career choices appears limited. 
There was an expectation that Colin would follow his father into a trade career.  His 
father’s advice not to choose his own profession did not seem to provide Colin with 
alternative examples, and his early choices between mechanic, plumber or plasterer were 
not developed into strong preferences.  His mother had almost no role to play at all. “I 
never really talked to her about work or stuff like that”.  His independence from them 
happened within the school program, and his career path was consolidated more through 
the work of his career advisor than through family connections.   
 
One other common issue worth mentioning here was a surprising lack of regard to the 
young people’s qualification status.  They could not recall subjects completed at school, 
work experience placements, or the correct titles of qualifications undertaken or 
completed.  Rather there was a general vague acceptance that they “had passed”.  
Certainly, Colin was accepted into Year 12, of which he attended a few days before 
obtaining an apprenticeship. They did not have up to date resumes, or understand the 
benefits of having a current one, in spite of this being a core ingredient of their VCAL 
Work Related Skills unit. 
 
FG: And so you didn’t do work experience? 
 
Diane: Oh yes, I did two weeks work experience, because -  I don’t know why we had to 
do that, it was probably to do with –  
 
FG:  It is part of Year 10. 
 
Diane: I did a week at Jacqueline state lodge, and a week at [private] hospital.  
 
FG: You did placement at [trade school] as well, where did you go then?  
 
Diane: I did I did, I don’t remember where 
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Lily:  Q E on Sturt St (Lily & Diane debate where she went for placement which 
‘campus’) 
 
Diane: I did do another week with [trade school], it might have been at the Base 
[hospital], because I wanted to do that. I wanted to do it at the hospital. 
 
FG: You needed to update your resume. 
 
Lily: Where is your resume? I have never seen it since we have been together for a year… 
 
The following table (Table 5) describes in brief the decision- making process of these 
young people to undertake VET/ VCAL. 
 
Table 5 Working Model for Decision-Making in Action: VCAL choices 
 Colin Daniel Diane Brian Mandy 
Predisposition 
Trade 
expectation 
Trade 
expectation  
Services 
expectation  
Trade 
expectation 
 
 
Family trade 
background, 
potential trade 
expectation 
 
Search 
Career 
expectation  
limited to 
familiar 
experience 
Vague career 
ideas, no 
specific goals 
Strong career 
ideas, identified 
a clear path to 
goal  
Any training is 
of value, no 
specific 
direction in 
mind 
 
Familiarity with 
hobby,  idea to 
turn it into a 
career 
C
hoice 
VET Building & 
Construction for 
skills learning 
Car interests as 
easy choice – 
VET 
Automotive 
Services 
Take selection 
of personal 
interest – VET 
Community 
Services 
Pre-app– VET 
auto, for trade 
skills building, 
not a career 
TAFE Study 
allied to school 
to complement  
SBA8 – VET 
Dressmaking 
 
                                                 
8 School Based Apprenticeship (SBA) is available to VCAL students who attend school three days a week 
and attend a workplace two days a week. The difficulty with this system is finding employers who will take 
these training students under these circumstances. 
60 
 
 Colin Daniel Diane Brian Mandy 
D
ecision 
Plastering will 
do: familiarity is 
safer 
Cars are a 
hobby not a job, 
seeking 
something else 
Skip on to Cert 
III in Aged Care 
after completion 
of Cert II 
Following the 
apprenticeship 
path to 
employment 
opportunities 
Work 
experience to 
complement 
study as 
provided by 
school 
 
Within the Leach and Zepke (2005) model was mention of self-belief in academic ability.    
This is also a core component of the contribution of the model described by Ajzen (1988) 
in the Theory of Planned Behaviour. An examination of the model in Chapter Three 
(Methodology and Theoretical Framework) provides an understanding of how a student 
can start out with a positive belief and end up with a negative outcome, or in reverse, start 
with a negative belief and end up with a positive outcome.   
 
As these individuals are examined in more detail, it becomes apparent that the difference 
between positive and negative outcomes is a very fine line, tipping the balance one way 
by maybe as small as only one factor in our ‘equation’. For example, in Figure 16 a 
student believes school is important and works hard, but his/ her career is limited by other 
beliefs (such as financial opportunities). However the result is still a positive one. 
 
 
Figure 16  Positive Outcome Equation 
In an attempt not to be too pedantic, the mirror of this figure can also have a positive 
outcome. For example, in Figure 17 a student believes that school is not important but 
applies himself to trade opportunities and obtains an apprenticeship.  Or just as easily, 
both of these examples (Figures 16 and 17) could have a negative outcome. 
 
Belief 
+
Action
Outcome
+
Outcome 
+
Action
Outcome
-
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Figure 17 Another Positive Outcome 
It is important to note here that students who were helped by the career teacher (of whom 
the students commonly did not remember their title correctly) were able to make a start 
on an employment path much more successfully, even if it was not the ‘chosen career’.  
The guidance that they were given was based on the assumption that a trade option was 
the preferred employment option. Whilst Colin, Brian and Daniel all began 
apprenticeships, Colin was the only one who has made a successful career beyond the 
indenture period in the same field.  
 
This study began by examining the discrepancy between the number of students 
undertaking VCAL and the uptake of trade apprenticeships. It also noted that non trade 
courses do not provide a direct pathway into employment. It is perhaps interesting to note 
that the male students interviewed used the apprenticeship pathway into employment 
even though they may not have completed the apprenticeship. This is not to skew the 
results but rather to show something else: the students were not using their VET course 
undertaken in school as the entry to employment, but rather as a means to acquire skills 
that were then able to be utilized in a different trade apprenticeship. This still leaves them 
with an opening for an apprenticeship not related to their VCAL studies. And they still 
left school before Year 12 completion.  In other words, the young men of our study 
accepted that the road to employment was through an apprenticeship, however the 
training received in school was not necessarily a precursor to their chosen career. 
 
The girls were not so fortunate. Both Diane and Mandy struggled to find an entry point to 
employment. Both of them eventually joined a Youth Works / ‘Bounce’ program which is 
designed to assist young people to find work. Mandy’s trial at a hardware retailer has 
given her long term employment, Diane was not so successful.  
Belief
-
Action
Outcome
-
Outcome
+
Action
Outcome
+
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Whereas Mandy, by this point had lost a career goal and was seeking employment, ‘any 
job will do’, Diane still had designs on a career in nursing, and saw the trials in 
waitressing that she commenced through the Bounce program as short term activities. 
 
There is one more commonality which needs to be mentioned here and that is the level of 
academic achievement obtained by these young people. I want to make this point really 
clearly: these young people did not achieve well at school, but I am separating 
‘achievement’ from ‘ability’.  For a collection of reasons not discussed here, these young 
people were under achievers.  By Year 10 they understood that their scholastic options 
were becoming more limited.  Daniel’s story describes this with a poignancy that hurts.  
What is similar with all five students is the separation of their behaviour in the classroom 
with their understanding of their academic achievement. Brian says he was an “average” 
student, while Colin describes himself as “not a very good student at all”.  Their teachers 
may well have described them completely differently.  
 
Further commonalities and differences are set out in the discussion following the analysis 
of these individuals. The next sections are laid out in the following manner: the journey 
story of each participant is presented, with portions of their interview conversation, and 
an analysis of the decisions that they made. Within the analysis is provided an individual 
‘belief path’ based on the model described at length in Chapter Three (Methodology and 
Theoretical Framework).  As the data analysis developed, three typologies were 
discovered, so the five young people are placed within these three typologies in three 
separate sections.  These typologies are further explored in Chapter Six (Discussion). 
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5.2 SECTION 1:  ‘FOLLOWING IN THE FOOTSTEPS’ 
5.2.1 WALKING THE TRADE ROUTE: THE EXPECTED OUTCOME 
Colin 
Colin stood tall and straight with good muscle tone.  Curly black hair topped a head 
which usually had eyes averted unless you were talking about gold prospecting and then 
his eyes lit up and his smile was inclusive. He went prospecting on his days off from his 
full time job.  Colin had been, by his own admittance “not a very good student at all”.  He 
used to be “pretty disruptive” and a regular truant. He used to “wag and get drunk during 
school hours”, for no particular reason, “just had a good time I suppose”. He found sitting 
still hard, and was relieved to be able to do the Certificate II in Building and Construction 
in Year 11. It was “more hands-on, rather than sitting down with your head in some 
books”.   
 
FG: And what did you learn in the Building and Construction course? 
 
C: Just a little bit of everything. I did a scaffolding course, I learnt to do dove tail joins, I 
had to do drawings and build boxes and stuff, basic tools skills and stuff.  
 
FG: And do you think that prepared you specifically for an apprenticeship or was it more 
generally focusing towards any kind of an apprenticeship? 
 
C: More generally focusing towards any kind of an apprenticeship on the building side of 
things. You got experience with more tools and stuff.  Which is good. 
 
FG:  In what way did that impact you to go down the apprenticeship path? 
 
C: I already made that decision in Year 9 or something. Like getting an apprenticeship.  
 
FG: Ok, so if we go back to Year 9, who was influencing you about the apprenticeship 
idea? 
 
C: Me dad 
 
FG: And what does he do? 
 
C: He’s a plasterer. 
 
FG: He’s a plasterer. OK, as you grew up, do you think it was a Year 9 decision or a 
childhood expectation: you would grow up and become a plasterer like your dad? 
 
64 
 
C: No, when I was younger I wanted to be a mechanic, when I got to school, I sort of 
decided – I dunno -  I wanted to be a plumber, and I ended up a plasterer. 
 
FG:  Right, so the trade career was fairly strong in your upbringing.  
 
C: Yep 
 
FG: Why did you go down the plastering road in the end? 
 
C:  I dunno, my dad does it, I had a bit of experience with it. So in the program I just said 
I’d go for a plastering job. Coz I knew what I was doing kinda already. 
 
Colin’s journey through school would not have been an easy one.  From early primary 
school, he found sitting still difficult and no doubt this affected not only his relationship 
with his teachers, but his academic development as well.  As he grew older, his awareness 
of his own scholastic limitations was disguised by absenteeism and misbehaviour. He 
made no links between his school behaviour and future career options. He was just “not a 
very good student at all”.  His learning is hands-on, but this happens too late in his 
schooling to provide him with an incentive to align scholastic learning to hands-on 
achievements.  
 
C: At trades school we done certain things. Like reading the plans, that was good for 
when I got my apprenticeship, like measurements and stuff, you got to get your 
measurements pretty spot on, or the sheet ain’t going to work properly. 
 
But Colin was one of the lucky ones: the Careers Teacher took an interest in him, and 
Colin responded positively. 
 
C: I liked Mr Smith, he was the one who helped me get my apprenticeship  
 
FG: And were you given any career advice, as to what your choices, or career options 
were as you went into Year 11? 
 
C: Yep, Mr Smith used to sit me down and tell me everything like I had to do this then I 
had to do that     --- I listened to him 
 
FG: Was he your building teacher? 
 
C: No he was my - he had something to do with careers program and to get my 
apprenticeship approved. (FG: Right) He was the teacher for that  
 
FG: And by the time you had done Year 11 – and your VET course and all these other 
things, do you think that you were actually a different person at the end of Year 11 to the 
end of Year 10?  
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C: Yeah. I was certainly more focused  
 
FG: And you put that down specifically to Mr Smith and the work that you did with him? 
 
C: Yeah. And the Building Construction course, I had not really done much of that at 
school, it was more hands-on, rather than sitting down with your head in some books. 
Can’t concentrate doing stuff like that. Need to be moving all the time.  
 
Colin’s truancy declined as he attended the Building course.  
C: We had to be there at 7 o’clock in the morning, and we done it – it was good for work 
too – it was lots of hands-on stuff, working with tools we hadn’t used before and stuff. 
 
Colin undertook several work placements during Year 11. 
 
 C: I done work experience with [a local plaster contractor] for one week, and I didn’t 
hear nothing back from them, and I went and done another week of work experience with 
them, maybe, two months later, and at the end of that work experience they said they 
think I’m a pretty hard worker when they had a job open they’d call me.  I didn’t hear 
nothing back from them for about six months and in my first two days of Year 12 Mr 
Smith came and grabbed me and rushed me down there and they pretty much told me to 
start the next day. 
 
Once in the work environment, Colin dropped all the disruptive behaviour predominantly 
because he was on his feet all day and “you are using a lot more energy when you are 
working on stuff, lifting sheets and you don’t get time to mess around, you always doing 
something”. But he admitted to still losing concentration, which he saw as a by-product of 
his school behaviour.  Colin still treated “bookwork” in the apprenticeship the same as he 
did at school: 
 
FG: So you found trades school useful? 
 
C: Definitely useful, definitely things they could improve on. (FG: Like what?) I dunno, 
like a lot of the book work doesn’t seem that much relevance to the job. More hands on, 
do what you actually have to do on the job. Not so much paper work.  
 
FG: So there was a fair emphasis on paperwork?  
 
C: I got a big book somewhere. 
 
Colin’s lack of interest in further study was also evident in his career choice: although he 
had been interested in becoming a plumber in Year 9, once he got the plastering 
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apprenticeship he stopped looking, and has not done any other courses since leaving 
school. 
 
Repeated work placement with the same plastering company eventually secured Colin 
long term employment, and the chance to stay with the company either as an employee or 
as a sub-contractor. This perhaps reflects an older work ethic of permanent dutiful 
employment post apprenticeship, which Colin may have learned from his father’s own 
established employment history, or from the men that he works with. Peer group pressure 
appears absent from Colin’s decision making. Other students who gained apprenticeships 
“they just left straight up,” and any ongoing contact was severed.   
 
Colin has now been working for the same company for seven years, as an Industrial 
Plasterer. He was the only son of three to follow his father into that particular trade. His 
father’s advice to all three sons was “Don’t become a bloody plasterer”, and the elder 
boys went into other fields, in the army and aged care, but Colin chose plastering because 
it was familiar, and “my dad does it. I had a bit of experience with it”. 
 
Quite surprisingly, Colin’s interview was difficult. As an interviewer, I caught myself 
giving him more and more leading questions, in order to compensate for the yes/ no 
answers.  His speech patterns were simplistic and his spoken sentence structure was 
undeveloped. His discomfort in the classroom, sitting still and doing bookwork, was 
reflected in his attitude to trade school where “like a lot of the book work doesn’t seem 
that much relevance to the job”. Learning for Colin was hands-on.  
 
His future aspirations were also incredibly simplistic: “I just wanted to do something with 
my life that wasn’t school”.  The decisions he made happened along the way rather than 
pre-planned or designed through consultation in career classes (VCAL Work Related 
Skills). We are left to ponder how successful his move into employment might have been 
without the contribution of Mr Smith, Colin’s career advisor. Mr Smith’s commitment to 
Colin’s future went far beyond class room expectations: he gave him extensive time in a 
one-on-one environment, and worked hard to follow up Colin’s practical work experience 
with employment opportunities.  
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Figure 18 Colin's Belief Path 
 
Colin’s Belief Path (Figure 18) begins in the negative: school and schooling were 
unimportant, and this is compounded by his inability to sit still and concentrate on class 
work.  In spite of this he obtains an adequate pass grade to be considered for Year 12.  
For Colin, the vocational pathway within the school program (Certificate II in Building 
and Construction) followed by an apprenticeship has secured him steady employment and 
a stable career.  He is happy where he is, and his long term career plans did not include a 
change of profession: 
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C: Wouldn’t mind try and go out and trying on me own, sub-contractor and stuff, but that 
is further down the track I think.  
 
FG: Going sub contract, are you looking to do any business courses or anything to help 
you run your own business?  
 
C: No, get out there and try and wing it. [laugh] Can’t be that hard. 
 
His career goals were vague: a job in the trade area was sufficient, and eventually, Colin 
chose the trade he knew (plastering) over other ideas that he had considered. For Colin, 
the prospect of long term employment beginning straight after his departure from school 
has meant that he has never had that ‘unemployment gap’.  It has provided him with a 
steady income and it has given him job security. But Colin lacks drive. He has no desires 
to travel overseas, his hobby (gold prospecting) keeps him close to his home town. He 
goes to work five days a week and works hard, physically, satisfied that he puts in a good 
day’s work.  So, although his belief path begins in the negative, Colin’s outcome ends 
positively: despite his struggle with bookwork, he achieved a pass grade in Year 11, he 
completed his apprenticeship, he has steady employment, and he has no requirement to 
continue his education further. He is satisfied in his successes. 
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5.2.2 WALKING THE TRADE ROUTE: THE UNEXPECTED OUTCOME 
Daniel 
Daniel is a busy young man whose hobbies entertain him when he is not working. Daniel 
has tried trade jobs, and services jobs, he is a happy-go-lucky bloke with a smile never far 
from his face.  Daniel’s working career has been erratic, switching and changing jobs due 
to differing circumstances. He made several attempts at apprenticeships, but they ended 
unsatisfactorily. 
 
While he was at school, Daniel had discussed career options with his parents, and they 
researched together what he would have to do to get there, but there seemed to be no 
specific direction that they encouraged him to go in.   
 
D: They used to ask me, “would you like this kind of thing?” and then we’d look into it.  
But then it was in my early years in high school before I started Year 11, and I was sort of 
limited because some of them that I wouldn’t have mind doing involved Physics and stuff 
like that which I would have failed. 
 
FG: OK, so you felt that the subjects that you were doing at school wasn’t going to get 
you the kind of jobs that you were interested in? 
 
D: The subjects that I wanted to do, I didn’t feel confident that I would pass them, (FG: 
Right) so I played it safe. And I did something that I would enjoy. 
 
FG: That was VET Automotive? 
 
D: Yes.  
  
At school he completed a Certificate II in Automotive Services, because he was 
“interested in cars” and not because he was seeking a career as a mechanic.  He chose the 
“easy options” at school because failure was untenable. It has left him with no firm career 
goals. He just doesn’t know what he wants as a career even now. 
 
Daniel’s decision to go into an apprenticeship was actually more to do with compliance: 
the career teacher thought he would like the job. The career teacher had noted his ability 
with trade skills and some evidence of mathematical ability and was confident he could 
manage the apprenticeship requirements. Daniel believed him and accepted the job offer.  
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He took the apprenticeship path at the end of Year 11: his career teacher suggested that he 
would like an apprenticeship in Certificate III in Electro Technology Assembling and 
Servicing with a local tools retailer.   
D: The career / guidance counsellor offered it to me.  He asked me about it, if I’d be 
interested in it, because he thought I might be suited for it. 
FG: He thought you might be suited - so obviously he felt that you had the ability to deal 
with the maths requirements (D: Yep) What else? 
D: The hands-on (FG: the hands-on?)  yep, problem solving and stuff 
FG: And how did you go with that particular apprenticeship? 
D: The job itself was fine.  I could do it no worries. It was just the schooling. 
FG: How did you do the schooling part? 
D: In blocks 
FG: In block mode?  (D: Yes) Why did you find it hard? 
D: The school books, they were very hard because I was doing a different field compared 
to the books. The basic maths and stuff behind electrical circuits and things like that and 
loaders and formulas and stuff related to what I was doing, but the actual wiring of the 
houses and things like that, circuit breakers and switch boards, what sized wire to use 
just wasn’t relevant to what I was doing.  
FG: Ok well that is really important because it makes it very hard for a young person 
straight out of school to understand stuff they knew nothing about. (D: mm) So how long 
did you last in that apprenticeship? 
D: I left in my third year. 
FG: Ok, so the external factor in you not completing that apprenticeship was that the 
course that you were doing was not relevant to the work that you were doing.     
D: Correct 
FG: Looking back on that time now, do you think you made the right decision to leave, or 
could you have done something else to continue your studies in a more appropriate 
course? 
D:  I suppose I could have just stuck it out and taken an extra year or so to complete it, 
but even then I think I would have struggled a lot because I’d ask for help from the 
teachers and they sort of just “you can work it out for yourself”. 
FG: Ok, so you didn’t get the kind of support or tuition from the staff to help you 
complete your apprenticeship. 
D: Correct 
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Daniel enjoyed the work, quickly confident in his ability to repair and service the 
electrical tools brought in to the workshop. However, he appeared to be undertaking a 
general electrician’s course which had numerous components that bore no relation to his 
own work. For a young person who had already identified that he had difficulty with 
school book work, to undertake the massive workbook requirements for this course, it 
must have seemed impossible for Daniel to complete.  Added to that was the fractious 
behaviour of the teaching staff who expected him to manage on his own.  Daniel 
abandoned his course and his job. 
 
Undaunted he gained a warehousing job in an electrical retail store and worked there for 
several years. While there he undertook a Certificate III in Transport and Distribution 
(Warehousing and Storage), this was more along the lines of a traineeship and it took nine 
months to complete. It had no impact on his pay, his promotion opportunities or his skills 
in the warehouse. Daniel eventually left that job due to an aggravated work strain injury 
and dissatisfaction over bonus pay claims. 
FG:  So you just shift from one job to another without staying long term in one place and 
climbing the ladder?  
D: Yes 
FG: Do you feel that’s because you are disadvantaged by lack of qualifications? Like for 
example at [local electrical retailer] you did a Certificate III in Warehousing did that 
help you get a promotion? 
D: No, most places I worked at, there is no wiggle room to really move anywhere because 
they are not big enough. 
Recently Daniel switched jobs and career paths yet again and obtained a mature age 
apprenticeship in engineering fabrication. He completed only the first year.  
 
It is a fallacy that VCAL and VET is the ‘easy option’ at school, more suitable for the 
struggling or disengaged student.  For those with uncertain career ideas, travelling the 
trade route to school completion limits their options and stunts their potential. Daniel’s 
problem was more specifically linked to his undeveloped literacy skills and his lack of 
confidence to complete the required ‘bookwork’ both at school and in his apprenticeships. 
Job mobility for Daniel is along a “low trajectory pathway” (Yu, Bretherton, Schutz, & 
Buchanan, 2012, p. 9), characterized by significant turnover with no movement into 
higher-skilled roles. Workers on a low trajectory pathway – like Daniel – move frequently 
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between jobs, with little evidence of sustained career progression and with some spells of 
unemployment (Yu et al., 2012).  Daniel is not fearful of unemployment “there is always 
a job out there somewhere”. 
 
 
 
Figure 19 Daniel's Belief Path 
Daniel’s Belief Path (Figure 19) is aligned on the positive side of the mirror, but I do so 
with caution. Daniel made an incredible – and heart-wrenching – decision to choose 
subjects that he was ‘able to do’ rather than choose subjects that would open up career 
opportunities in areas that he was interested.  His self-belief of his academic ability was 
so restricted that the prospect of possible failure stalled his career goals completely.   
He believes   
something
Able to do course 
work
He attempts 
something
Passes Year 11
Fails to complete 
Apprenticeship
He learns 
something
Schoolwork is 
achievable
Work experience 
is better
School is 
important
He experiences 
something
Negative school 
experience
Positive trade 
experience
He expects 
something
To leave school 
bookwork behind
To learn trade 
skills
There are 
opportunities
He controls 
something
Wide variety of  
opportunities
Limited career 
improvement 
prospects
73 
 
In spite of that, he felt that school was important, enough to return as a mature age 
apprentice to try and gain that elusive qualification only to be defeated yet again by the 
bookwork requirements.  This is evidence of a sense of severe literacy inadequacy that 
has its roots in primary school.  
 
Daniel’s Belief Path is a positive one. There are always work opportunities, he has 
positive trade experiences and leaving the negatives (school work and apprenticeships) 
behind brought him “relief”.  Long term career plans are absent from his horizon but he 
remains undaunted by that, changing jobs to maintain a freshness in his work experiences. 
Despite his almost unqualified status, Daniel is confident that he is employable, trying his 
hand at panel beating and spray painting, car detailing, car wrecking, and hotel bar 
cleaning to name a few jobs on his resume not linked to education and training.  
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5.3 SECTION 2:  ‘WAITING FOR SOMEONE ELSE’S BUS’ 
Diane 
D: Ever since I was 16, I wanted to be a nurse. I had no idea why, I think it’s just because 
I liked caring for people. Taking care of the elderly. I enjoyed doing that. And so nursing 
completes that for me. And I don’t have any nurses in the family, or anything, or know of 
any nurses, like friends or anything. I just made the decision myself, that’s what I wanna 
do because that is what I enjoy.  And the only support I have is Lily, because my family 
have their own complications.  They work, and I am an adult now, so I can’t be “oh look 
what I did” but that is just about it.  
 
Diane is a compact 20 year old, with shoulder length brown hair and a few piercings. Her 
partner, Lily, is a bright blond-haired girl who completed Year 12 but has since been 
diagnosed with bipolar disorder which means she cannot work in her preferred – and 
qualified - field of community services. Lily has completed studies to a Certificate IV 
level.  Diane’s story is one of disjointed changes and disappointments.  Diane changed 
schools midway through her Year 9 year, and again attempted to change midway through 
Year 10. Despite identifying that being absent from school was to be avoided in Year 9 
when she changed schools midyear, the difficulty of a repeat school change midway 
through Year 10 meant that even with parental encouragement to stay at school Diane 
ended up spending six months at home before picking up her studies again in a VCAL 
Year 11 class at a third school which only catered for Year 11 and 12 VCAL students.  
She completed a Certificate II in Community Services in Year 11. Completing Year 11 
was important to her: 
 
D:  It could be partially a pathway to what I wanted to do, which was nursing… it was 
like a stepping stone, and it kinda got me on that road…. 
 
FG: And so then you did Year 11, and you were talking at the end of the year about going 
on and doing a Cert III in Allied Health, or that was one of the options. 
 
D:  And I started the Aged Care Cert III, for probably about a month and a bit. And 
under those circumstances we just found out that my Nana had cancer and stuff like that 
and as I was doing Aged care as well as looking after her and administering her 
medication, and washing her and stuff like that and blah blah blah,… And then she 
passed away and eventually I was going to school and looking after her, and learning 
how to look after other aged care people and it reminded me of Nan and I couldn’t do it. 
And that’s why I dropped out, because it just got too much. And for myself I took a break 
from study kinda thing. 
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D: After that, when I took my break, probably like a year, or maybe two, and then within 
that I did my RSA and my Food Handlers, and was helping out my auntie with her 
business and that. I did a Bounce program, which is like Life Skills. (FG: mm mm). And 
what else have I done? (to Lily) 
 
Diane wanted to be a nurse, but within her understanding there was no separation 
between a university trained nurse and a traineeship trained nurse. This blurring of 
qualifications was also obvious in her understanding of the difference – or similarities – 
between Year 11 and Year 12 studies, and again between VCAL Year 12 and VCE.  Her 
scholastic history was appalling.  By changing schools mid-year (twice) it disguised her 
lack of commitment to the work requirements, and possibly her non completion of 
assignments. In reality, this behaviour is another form of truancy: Diane came to school 
every day, and for her that was significant enough for her to gain a pass grade. Diane 
understood the benefits that the completion of a Certificate II would provide her, but did 
not comprehend the difference that further study at school might offer for her general 
literacy and numeracy levels, given that she had also missed half of Year 10. 
 
FG: The fact that you left at the end of Year 11, rather than coming back to do Year 12, 
what prompted that kind of – choice? 
 
D: Well, I thought that – Cert 2 is an equivalent to Year 12.  It wouldn’t be like doing it 
twice, but why should I go back and do my VCAL Year 12 when I already have an 
equivalent? You know that kind of thing, that’s what I thought. And then I could just 
quickly step forward by doing my Cert 3, but then circumstances happened, but – then, 
yeah I could kinda skip ahead. I wouldn’t feel I was being slowed down in the process to 
my career if I had stayed and done my Year 12.  I already have my Cert 2 and so was 
already equivalent, so what was the point? 
 
D: If I go for another course I already have that equivalent and Year 12, I was not going 
to need both of them.  
 
What she said about skipping forward by doing a Certificate III in what should have been 
her Year 12 year is actually correct, it was possible for her to do this.  However, she 
would have started the course (Certificate III in Aged Care) severely disadvantaged.  At 
TAFE, at the Certificate III level, the teachers expect substantial self-management of 
assignment completion, and there are a significant number of workbooks to complete, 
regardless of the course, whether apprenticeship or on-campus classes.  In Diane’s case 
the likelihood of her being able to complete the course was more dependent on the 
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assistance that she would be able to obtain, whether it be a personal tutor or the patience 
of her friend, Lily, than on her own ability. 
 
When Diane’s Nana died early in the year it is easy to understand how her fading out of 
the class was just an accepted statistic for the course start up attrition rate. There was no 
career advisor available to make contact with Diane and attempt to either bring her back 
to class or to offer her deferment, or alternate study arrangements, or even a different 
course. How quickly Diane slipped below the education radar as she “took a break from 
study” that stretched out not only the length of that year but into the next. 
 
FG: How about employment? 
 
D: I have been looking for a job, like waitressing. I tried - … I had a couple of trials but 
they did not work out. One wanted me to sign up to a traineeship but I couldn’t because I 
was going for a course in the next couple of months – 
 
Diane attended a ‘Bounce’ program where she studied for a Certificate in General 
Education for Adults (CGEA).  Course attendance is a prerequisite for unemployment 
benefits, so – for Diane – it took precedence over a trial for a traineeship in a hospitality 
job. 
 
D: I had the Bounce course going on while I was doing the trial. And in the next three 
months it was going to be the end of the year and the start of the new year, and then I was 
going to go for a traineeship or a diploma. 
 
L: You tried to get nursing again 
 
D: I think it was just nursing traineeship, at the [hospital name] which they do every two 
years. I sat the test and all that, but I failed.  There was also a lot of people going for it.  I 
didn’t get one of the positions. There were only 20 positions for it, and about 50 taking 
the test. So I didn’t get that. 
 
FG: And do they like you to have a Cert 2 in something or a Cert 3 before you [apply]?  
 
D: The entry requirements is obviously that, it would have to be a cert 2, so I could go for 
it, or a Year 11 or 12, or something like that. Or I would not be able to go for it. And they 
have like numeracy and literacy tests, but I’m not too flash with my stuff so yeah, and 
then now, in this month –   
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Her work trials in waitressing and telemarketing were separate from her career goals, she 
saw them as fill in activities, again part of her Centrelink requirements. Thus she 
abandoned a traineeship offer which would have brought her twelve months employment 
for the prospect of being able to sit the test for the hospital traineeship unaware that in 
actuality steady work placement on her resume was beneficial for other job prospects. 
 
D:  What am I doing? Cert 3 in a place that runs courses in [large regional city], called 
[agency name] or something like that. They advertised a couple of months ago for Cert 3 
in Pathology, Pharmacy and Dental Assistant to see if they could get numbers in [local 
regional city], and they could hire out somewhere and run the course here, because we 
don’t have them in [local regional city]. So they did get the numbers and now it is going 
ahead. And I had to choose out of one of those three. And I think I am going to choose 
Dental Assistant. It gets me in the door of the hospital, kinda. Because the Pathology is 
just like taking blood and the Pharmacy were just like working in a Pharmacy, and 
prescriptions and that and it didn’t really interest me.  
 
Diane’s understanding of the Dental Assistant’s course and job requirements were 
sketchy.  The information provided by the course provider was hardly adequate to make 
an informed decision about the commitment required to gain course completion. What 
was more important was the familiarity of the venue, and the face-to-face teaching style. 
 
D: Dental Assistant-cy or something like that, can’t remember what it is called –  
 
L: The lady that shines the light in your mouth 
 
D: Yeah, and has the tools, 
 
FG: So when you have completed that Cert 3, [musing] that will be full time / part time?  
 
D: They are running the course over one day a fortnight for – I think – it is nine to 12 
months, some period like that 
 
FG: Wow 
 
L: One day a fortnight? I thought it was once a week. 
 
D: When they were first putting out the numbers they said it was once a week, but they 
have changed it to once a fortnight.  
 
FG: And so do they support you on line? Or is it correspondence? 
 
D: They are coming to [local regional city]. 
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FG: Do they give you documents? What are you expected to do in that fortnight? Are they 
going to give you projects? 
 
D:  They are hiring the room where I did my Bounce program, so I am familiar with that 
and I know where to go.  But then I guess it will just be like a normal class.  And there 
will be work. 
 
FG: And they are going to give you something that you are going to have to do one 
fortnight to the next. They will make you do assignments. 
 
D: Like so many hours, but I don’t know. They gave me a brochure and a sign up form, 
but the information on it was more like entry requirements, how long the course is for, 
what you can get out of it, … and the contact details.  
 
FG: So the expectation of that is that you can get a dentist assistant job with that 
 
D: Yeah 
 
FG: And you don’t have to do any more study after that? 
 
D: No, not for that.  I’ll learn which tools are for what. How to sterilize them I guess, and 
what special tools are for and when they want them, the dentist, and things like that.  
 
For Diane, not obtaining a traineeship at the hospital has put her career chances on hold 
for two years. She had been thinking about doing the Certificate III in Preparation for 
Study in Nursing, which may well have helped her numeracy and literacy skills, but if she 
successfully completed the course she would not be eligible for government support for 
another course at the same level such as the traineeship at the hospital. 
 
D: yeah the traineeship. Because they were actually training you for two years for 
employment at the [hospital].  They were training the nurses to get jobs with them. And 
they didn’t want you at the end of the course like to go away and get employment 
somewhere else. Because they wanted the nurses to be trained in a certain way, and they 
wanted them to be there. I really wanted that because I knew I would be definitely going 
to get employment. But it didn’t come about. I was so disappointed I cried. [laugh] 
 
The discussion meandered around the various work placements that Diane completed in 
Years 10 and 11. She could not remember when or where, beyond thinking she had spent 
some time at the QE (nursing home) and the hospital. She was also sketchy about real 
work opportunities. 
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D: I did a trial for telemarketing, for solar energy, they wanted free access to your roof. I 
did that for a week but I was too quiet. I just thought they wanted me to just go there and 
work, that’s what I was meant to be doing going there to work. What I did was go there 
and do my job, and like, didn’t continuously try to get the appointments. I made like one 
appointment in two days.   I was meant to make one per hour. So that was bad.   
 
D:  Because I didn’t socialize, I did my work, I went, fine then, I won’t do my job, I will 
just make friends…  They just trialled someone else after me, but I got paid for it so that 
was alright. 
 
Three years after completing Year 11 Diane is still untrained and unemployed. There is 
still hope within her that she will find something that will suit her as a career, but as time 
goes on the reality becomes vaguer and vaguer. Diane, rather than making substantial 
effort herself is now dependent on others to provide the effort for her.  Thus she attends 
her Centrelink required courses, picking a course somewhat aligned to what she thought 
she wanted without actually exploring in any depth what the actual course requirements 
will be, nor job prospects after course completion. 
 
The same applies to her second attempt at the hospital traineeship. Understanding that her 
numeracy and literacy was not of an adequate level did not provide her with the incentive 
to improve them through appropriate courses, even returning to school to complete that 
elusive Year 12. She already had her Certificate II, in her eyes it should have been 
adequate enough to get her entry to the next level. 
 
On a personal level, there was always this fine line between happiness and depression, 
being bullied at school to the point that she changed schools; not coping with her Nan’s 
death, and abandoning her course; being abandoned by her female school friends when 
she declared herself gay; not being successful with the nursing traineeship entry test: 
every time such an event occurred it took longer for her to recover and get back on her 
feet. 
 
D: Life is a roller coaster, it is hard to like do what you want when it is up in the air and 
down low and taking you for a ride. 
 
In Diane’s eyes, Centrelink holds the key to her future, providing opportunities for her to 
do courses for free, but there are limitations: 
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D: And there is all that trouble with the government funding. If you go to the job service 
people, I hate how they – um – when you do a Cert 3 and they give you permission and 
pay for most of it, you get concession for it, you can’t go back and do another Cert 3. 
 
D: And you are also in the position but I’m not sure if I want to do this course or this 
course, but if I do this one I am not going to be able to come back and do this one. I can’t 
afford to pay it all by myself, that kind of thing and it puts you in a position and it’s like 
what if I make a mistake and choose the wrong one? That I don’t enjoy? 
 
D: Yeah, it is difficult because you have to know what you want, which course you want 
to do because in the end if that is not what you enjoy and you have figured out what you 
wanted to do then it is too late.  Because the money, you have to pay for it. 
 
The prospect of completing a course, obtaining employment related to the course and then 
being able to pay off any education debts now available to TAFE students while 
employed was beyond Diane’s comprehension.  Her life had shrunk to the here and now, 
and prospects were all short term, even the opportunity to sit for the nursing traineeship in 
two years was too far away for her to contemplate, and certainly too far away for her to 
prepare for. 
 
Diane’s Belief Path (Figure 20) begins positively: she has a career desire (nursing), and 
she appreciates that school is the way she can get there. Despite the negative school 
experiences (bullying and “rules”) she persists, and by changing schools (twice) she 
persists in her scholastic search for her career qualification requirements. Diane believes 
she has adequate ability to continue with study (nursing traineeship) and therefore when 
she did not get a place, her self-belief is damaged, and her admittance that “I’m not too 
flash with my stuff” (literacy and numeracy) is more a reflection on the absence of tuition 
than personal ability. 
 
Upon leaving school, with a Certificate II Diane is confident she has learnt sufficient to 
cope outside school: “It wouldn’t be like doing it twice, but why should I go back and do 
my VCAL Year 12 when I already have an equivalent?”  On her Belief Path, the passing 
of Year 11, although almost the only ‘positive’ outcome, eventually impacts in a  negative 
fashion because it is just not enough training to take her forward successfully to the next 
level.  
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Diane has researched about her career of choice, and understands that a Certificate III in 
Aged Care or a hospital traineeship would ensure employment, but her job opportunities 
shrink quickly as barriers to course completion keep appearing. As she goes forward 
trialling alternate opportunities, her involvement is more dependent on others (Centrelink) 
than her own personal drive and energy,  thus, her confusion to successfully identify work 
placements and her inability to follow them up with employment prospects. 
 
 
 
Figure 20 Diane's Belief Path 
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5.4 SECTION 3:  ‘EXPLORING NEW TERRITORY’ 
5.4.1 STEPPING STONES AND CRAZY PAVING9  
Brian 
Brian, now an energetic young man in his 20s, had been supported by family and friends 
in his early career decisions.  His father had been a builder “for 45 years” and had 
obviously encouraged Brian to learn hands-on trade skills. 
 
FG: How did you fulfil –or not fulfil – your parents’ expectations? 
 
B:  They were happy I chose a trade, they could see that I was not applying myself at 
school either.  They were stoked that I went out and did something for myself without 
anybody else telling me I should be doing that.  
 
Brian’s VET choices at school were limited, so he chose automotive studies despite the 
fact that he had not intended to become a motor mechanic.  “It was just something – a 
little bit more training – more background knowledge of other stuff as well.”  
 
B:  I always loved motors, and all that sort of stuff, and the careers classes were to lead 
me in the right direction I suppose – to find out what I really liked.  
 
FG: So you were doing career classes in Year 10? 
 
B: Yes  
 
FG: And you found that really helpful? 
 
B: Yep, I also did woodworking classes and that sort of stuff, and I was hands-on 
 
Brian described himself as a hands-on learner, he admitted to being an “average” student 
at school, but perhaps his teachers would have labelled him “disengaged”.  Brian 
identified early that his limited achievements at school needed to be topped up by further 
study, and he chose the trade route because he was a “hands-on” student.   
 
 
 
 
                                                 
9 Phrase from title of Harris et al. (2006)  
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FG: What influenced your decision to leave school before the end of Year 12? 
 
B: I was told on several occasions that I was not an academic student, so then I thought 
that I loved working with my hands –  
 
FG: [a bit shocked] Right – so you really felt that the teachers did not believe that you 
could complete school? 
 
B:  Correct. Yep. 
 
FG:  OK. Was that because you were a terrible muck up student? Or just that you weren’t 
performing? 
 
B: Didn’t really apply myself [laugh] 
 
FG: You did not apply yourself. 
 
Brian’s self-belief was not dampened by a difficult school environment, and, like Colin, 
he was supported and encouraged by his career advisor, who gave him one-on-one 
sessions and answered his questions.  Positive support from his career teacher, and family 
and friends compensated for the negativity from his other teachers.  
 
B:  My career teacher at the time, she would pull me aside and just have one-on-ones 
with me, and help me out, with my questions and that sort of thing. She would give me 
contacts and stuff.  I talked to her about what I wanted to do, further down the track. 
 
FG: OK.  I am going to ask you something else: Do you think that your career has been 
affected by the fact that you left school early? Or do you think you have managed to 
compensate? 
 
B: I have managed to compensate. (FG: mm?) Doing Fitting and Turning – I hated maths 
at school, they plonked me straight back in there, I have learnt algebra and trigonometry, 
and all the technical stuff.  I suppose if I had went to Year 12 I would have known that 
and I would have been better at it, but –  
 
FG:  Would you have done those subjects in Year 12 though? 
 
B:  Probably not. But doing the apprenticeship I had to learn it.  And I had heaps of 
people around to help me out with it. I picked it up pretty quickly.  
 
FG: Right. And so you found that it was actually the maths that made the most impact? 
 
B:  Yep, yes. 
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It is a point to note that within his apprenticeship study, Brian identified the type of maths 
that he learned as “algebra and trigonometry, and all the technical stuff”.  He “picked it 
up pretty quickly” because “I had heaps of people around to help me out with it”.  On 
reflection, Brian identified that the advanced maths offered in senior school was not 
viewed as a pre-requisite to competency in successful apprenticeship training nor was it a 
subject that he was likely to have undertaken within the school environment.  This is an 
ongoing problem within the VCAL program, that the Numeracy Skills offered in Years 
11 and 12 are not of the complexity that employers expect their apprentices to have 
completed, in order to be prepared for the Certificate III requirements. In particular, the 
Certificate II in Electro-technology needs to be supported with very senior mathematics 
otherwise the students are at a serious disadvantage. 
 
From automotive services (Certificate II) to engineering (Certificate III), it is assumed 
that the apprenticeship was completed.  Brian, unlike Colin, did not stay with his 
indenture employer to continue working for him. There is a pattern here, some post 
apprentices stay and some leave very quickly on completion.  Some employers take on 
apprentices as cheap, government supported labour.  Other employers complain that they 
spend all this effort, time and money, training someone only to have them leave.  Brian 
left. 
 
Brian’s employment history is indeed like crazy paving. His career in engineering was 
discontinued by a move to Sydney and “doing something totally different, setting up 
exhibitions, then came back and got married. Worked on a farm as machine maintenance, 
and helped out dad building and that sort of thing.”  Brian expanded his employment 
experiences to set building and farm machinery maintenance. He was able to turn his 
hand to whatever came his way.   Brian was not bothered by the apparent lack of job 
security, however he has become more settled in his current employment.  Brian now 
works for a local hardware retailer in the Trade Sales area and he sees this as still part of 
the building industry even if “different to what I was trained in”.  He also sees 
management opportunities as a way to climb ladders in the company rather than seek 
employment elsewhere for improved job opportunities. 
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FG: Have you any intentions of going back and doing a diploma, or business courses or 
anything like that? 
 
B:  Business courses maybe, business management, that sort of thing.  
 
FG: Why would you do that? 
 
B:  I am enjoying what I am doing at [local hardware retailer], at the moment, and I am 
sort of working my way up, I am actually training to be a supervisor at the moment.  
 
Brian’s Belief Path (Figure 21) begins negatively: school was a difficult place, and no 
doubt he would have been a difficult student although he says he was “average”.  His 
teachers expected him to leave school early and they told him so. No matter how tough a 
16-17 year old youth might be, this is a fairly devastating approach to gain compliance.  
Brian complied by leaving school. 
 
Brian’s belief in his scholastic ability is separate from his school grades, to complete his 
apprenticeship he understood he needed help, and obtained it from tutors and co-workers. 
His attitude changed, he knuckled down and “took it a bit more serious”.  He plans to 
continue with further study in certificates in business and management.  Although Brian 
could not really be classified as on a “high trajectory pathway” (Yu, Bretherton, Schutz, 
& Buchanan, 2012), there is definitely an upward occupational mobility in Brian’s career 
plans, and he sees this as possible through further VET study, balanced by a stable work 
environment in a company that encourages self-betterment. 
 
Brian is happy in his current situation, looking at career options in the short term allows 
flexibility without long term planning. “I don’t regret leaving school. ‘Coz I had 
something to go straight to, that was a good decision for me. It helped me build myself to 
where I am now”. 
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Figure 21 Brian’s Belief Path 
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5.4.2 LOW ROADS AND HIGH ROADS  
Mandy 
Mandy is a vivacious 23 year old. She has an established sales job in the paint department 
at a local hardware retailer, and has recently been promoted to a higher, supervisory level, 
which included seven weeks away in a country town where a new store had been opened. 
Mandy, after four years of working there has bought herself a house in the regional city 
where she lives which she is renovating mostly on her own.  To own her own house at 23 
when she is earning retail wages is no small feat. To climb the ranks to supervisory level 
without supported certificate training is also worth noting as a huge achievement.  To top 
it off, Mandy also attempted to undertake a Diploma in Design (Interior Design and 
Decorating) by correspondence, in other words, on her own. 
 
Mandy’s career choice at school had been in fashion design. 
M: At a young age my aunt sewed, and I just enjoy making stuff and sewing it up and the 
end result and then I did that at high school in Year 10 and I got a certificate for it, which 
made me think yes I am good at this so I thought I could go into this work field. 
 
A school based apprenticeship in Year 11 included Certificate III in Development of 
Clothing Products studies at the TAFE in another town at some 50 kilometres distance 
and work experience two days a week at a local tourist business making period costumes 
for the substantial number of staff and volunteers to wear.  
 
M: Basically I completed that Certificate 3, still really enjoyed it, and then I went to 
[local tourist business], and then basically when I was working with them, I kept on 
getting hauled off for certain things, they weren’t really supportive, or understanding of – 
like – you know because they did it every day, and I was learning how to use their 
machines, because they were all industrial, and stuff like that, and they did not have the 
patience. Plus you don’t find a lot of left handed people in the industry, -um- so I had to 
have different scissors and stuff like that. 
 
M: Yeah and so I was a little bit backwards, and generally they did not have the time or 
patience for me, and basically I started not enjoying it.  I started being really depressed 
about going – I didn’t want to go, and so I ended up dropping out – six months into it. 
 
FG: Where did that leave your career? 
 
M: Basically every time I thought about sewing I thought about the way they treated me, 
and stuff like that and so I didn’t – like I never really sewed ever since then. 
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FG: So you didn’t think of going to Geelong and doing Fashion Design as separate from 
this? 
 
M: They tried to find me another place for me to do it at, - but they couldn’t. So then I just 
lost interest really after that. 
 
Upon leaving school Mandy became a couch potato for nine months, unable to obtain 
work in other fields. She put on weight and got further depressed. Then she attended 
Youth Works with a friend: 
 
M: Basically, it is for people under the age of 19 that go there that had trouble with 
school or didn’t complete Year 10. But I had completed Year 10, but my mate hadn’t. And 
I was sick of sitting on the couch every day, so I was like – well, why not go?  And do a 
Certificate 2 in Furniture Making. And do something while I was looking for a job, and to 
know what I wanted to do with my life. 
 
FG: And did you finish that Certificate 2? 
 
M:  No (FG: Right) No, because I got a job.  
 
When you look deep into Mandy’s story it is actually a story of tragedy: a dream 
destroyed; a career that never eventuated; a life that had to be re-built. What is so 
surprising about this story is that Mandy did rebuild her life.  Out of a state of depression 
and despair, Mandy found another career; she has progressed along a path of self-
betterment; and, despite adversity, has been amazingly successful.  Mandy’s support 
network includes family and stalwart friends. It included the team leaders at Youth Works 
who found her the trial position at the hardware retailer.  It also includes her supervisors 
at work, who have given her the opportunities to grow in maturity and confidence. 
   
Mandy’s career opportunities are improving: she is undertaking a Diploma of Design 
(Interior Design and Decorating) by correspondence to complement her current job. With 
only a few units left to complete, Mandy has achieved distinctions and credits for the 
assignments that she has completed. She was ecstatic about the high marks, never having 
done so well at school. Initially she had found the writing components extremely difficult, 
because she had little faith in her literacy ability, however, as her confidence grew so too 
did her written work.  
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FG: How does the course affect the work you are doing at the moment? Do you think it 
has made a difference with how you do your current work? 
 
M:  Yes definitely, because there about colour, and also, -like – what’s the room? What is 
the room, the colours of the room, how big is the room? All this other stuff, when a 
customer asks you, you refer back and ask those questions, and you get a kind of an idea, 
also the colours that they like – like it is a whole lot easier.  It was easy before, because 
there are the certain four colours, because they are the most popular, but when someone 
wanted something different, oh, you are – like- oh well I can’t help you, because I don’t 
know.  But now, it is –like- it’s kind of building up that clientele as well, which is good. 
 
FG: And do you see yourself later on doing it as a career? 
 
M: What I want to do first is to team up with somebody that has been in the business.  
Just because to get a feel for it. Not just to dive into something and it all goes belly up 
because I don’t know what I am doing. It is different from writing on paper to actually 
doing it –  
 
Mandy has new career goals, unlike Brian and Daniel, she has planned out a brightening 
future, she intends to improve her opportunities, through progression up the ranks of her 
co-workers; through job opportunities at other stores; and through opportunities that arise 
from her studies. She is also adapting her learning experiences to other purposes: her 
interior design course is helping her renovate her house.  Her studies have assisted her 
colour palette and her new kitchen design. Her work experiences have aided her in the 
work progress of painting the house and installing the new kitchen, with friends’ and 
family’s assistance. 
 
The driving force behind Mandy’s career decisions is still the urge to be creative. Mandy 
may not be a fashion designer, but she is still involved with design.  She may not be 
making clothes, but one day she may end up making curtains for her house, and break the 
long absence from her sewing machine. Her path includes new relationships, new life 
experiences (even holidays abroad), and the effervescent self-belief that she can realize 
the goals that she sets out to achieve. 
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Figure 22 Mandy's Belief Path 
Mandy’s Belief Path (Figure 22) begins positively, and, despite some genuine negative 
experiences, also ends positively.  Mandy is a fighter, she attempts and succeeds, she 
bounces back from adversity, and moves on from broken dreams to formulate new ones, 
and new career paths.  Mandy has taken control of her life, her employment, her 
relationships, and her security.  This is a feat worthy of recognition.  It is a series of 
achievements worth appreciating.  Her life stands as a beacon of hope that success can be 
achieved despite the odds, and in spite of almost insurmountable difficulties. 
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5.5  SUMMARY 
The journey stories of the five informants of this research have provided the reader with a 
glimpse into a cohort of people that is commonly lost in the crowd of students ‘going 
down the trade route path’ to employment.  These students may find it difficult to cope 
with the expected school activities of classroom work (literacy and numeracy, sitting still 
in class) but they are not disengaged and they cannot be classified among the ‘at risk’ 
students that end up in the VCAL class because there is nowhere else for them to go.  
They understand that VCAL leads to apprenticeships and the boys made use of that path 
even though their school studies were not directly linked to their employment pathway. 
 
The girls had a harder time linking their studies to employment.  Dependence on others 
such as career advisors and post school job network providers is more obvious, so also is 
the tendency to allow emotional aspects, such as depression, affect behaviour. 
 
In the next chapter the decisions that these students made both prior to leaving school and 
afterwards is discussed, and a typology to describe these students is developed.  
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6  DISCUSSION 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
This investigation analysed the decisions that five students made en route to the point that 
they left school at the end of Year 11 and how these decisions impacted their post school 
careers. The first decision was the Year 10 option to take the trade route and undertake 
the VCAL program instead of VCE. This decision could almost be described as a ‘non-
event’.  The students do not seem to understand the academic difference between the two 
streams, nor how completely divergent are these two paths. They had no intention to 
undertake higher education and therefore saw they had no need to undertake the 
preparatory VCE. Except in Diane’s case, where her decision to change schools landed 
her in a TAFE setting, the other students attended school and allowed teachers to 
influence their final decisions. The students within this study all had a difficult time at 
school, all were aware of their own limitations in the classroom. Diane changed schools 
on an annual basis, the three young men appeared to be truants, misfits and disrupters. 
Once Mandy abandoned her school based apprenticeship she had idle time that was 
unlikely to have her sitting quietly in the library. It is quite possible that all students could 
well have been identified as ‘disengaged’.   
 
In his discussion of students ‘at risk’ of disengagement within the school environment, 
Blake (2009) identifies a collection of qualities and experiences that separates these 
students from their peers: 
• ‘At risk’ students lack personal ‘resources’ that are necessary to participate in 
school-life with a waning ‘academic inclination’; 
• ‘At risk’ students are ‘non-academic’ and their poor behaviour in the classroom is 
seen to be caused by academic deficiency; 
• ‘At risk’ students have very limited options within the curriculum and may be 
‘forced’ to do vocational subjects as a last resort; 
• ‘At risk’ students are ‘beyond’ the teaching abilities of a ‘normal’ classroom 
teacher, and therefore in need of a vocational or applied learning pathway. 
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The informants of this research may well have been identified by their teachers with one 
or several of the above ‘attributes’ of a student at risk. There is no doubt that they all 
suffered a ‘waning inclination’ towards the educational prerequisites of secondary, further 
and higher education. However, there is no evidence that they saw themselves as different 
from the crowd of their peers. Nor did they link their classroom behaviour with ‘academic 
deficiency’.   
 
The second decision was to leave school at the end of Year 11.  For these students 
completing Year 11 VCAL was seen as a sufficient gesture towards school completion. 
They were also convinced that it was an adequate scholastic achievement in order to 
obtain ongoing employment. Most understood that a Certificate III level was preferred by 
employers but this could be undertaken in the workplace rather than at school. The 
decision was therefore to leave school and seek employment. Secure ongoing 
employment was the eventual goal, however it came, whether through apprenticeship/ 
traineeship or opportunities with larger employers. Once in settled employment, there was 
little incentive to seek other work, rather these folk were happy to be busy and satisfied 
with their existing earning capacity. 
 
Of these five young people, only one is currently unemployed. However, most have had 
time in unemployment, only Colin, as the apprentice base line case, has never been 
unemployed having moved directly from school to ongoing employment. For the others, 
job opportunity decisions became reduced to an ‘any job will do’ approach, except in 
Diane’s case, as she clung to vanishing dreams and stays fixed in an unemployed state. 
 
Parents, peers and friends had less of an impact on the goals and careers than is perhaps to 
be expected; the one person who was able to offer consistent help was the school career 
advisor. Of course, these people differ in approach and effectiveness from one school to 
another, and there may be personal preference reasons why some students get more help 
than others. Certainly there was no help in this manner for Diane. For the young men, it 
appeared a fait accompli that the VCAL program eventuated in a trade apprenticeship for 
the lucky ones.   
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Revisiting the adapted version of the Leach and Zepke decision model (Table 6) provides 
a snapshot of how their original choices have changed.  In actuality, Colin is the only 
young person with a consistent journey story who holds the same goals that he had at 
school, secure in a career that grew out of an apprenticeship. 
 
Table 6 Working Model for Decision-Making in Action:  Life/ Job Decisions 
 Colin Daniel Diane Brian Mandy 
Predisposition 
Trade 
expectation 
Trade 
expectation  
Services 
expectation 
 
  
Trade 
expectation 
Family trade 
background – 
uncertain about 
career 
 
 
 
Search 
Career 
expectation  
limited to 
familiar 
experience 
Vague career 
ideas, no 
specific goals 
Vague career 
ideas, unable to 
identify a clear 
path to goal  
Any training is 
of value, no 
specific 
direction in 
mind 
 
Determination 
to aspire to 
goals of self-
betterment & 
achievement 
C
hoice 
Only one job 
offer 
There is always 
a job to find 
Dependent on 
job seeker 
providers for 
support to 
undertake 
courses 
Take what 
comes along the 
way, as it 
arrives, does not 
go out searching 
for it 
 
Determined to 
complete 
courses of 
choice 
D
ecision 
Plastering will 
do: no interest 
in anything else 
To do what is 
comfortable 
Wait for an 
opportunity to 
be given by 
someone else 
Self-
improvement 
comes with 
progressive 
employment 
opportunities 
 
Self-
improvement 
comes with 
personal effort 
 
From the data analysis of interviews with these five young people has been developed 
three typologies.  The first could be described as the ‘Stalled Apprentice’.  For these 
young people vocational education beyond school goes no further than a Certificate III 
apprenticeship or traineeship whether completed or not.  Quite often, these folk are able 
to obtain ongoing work and contribute to society as active citizens. However they do so in 
a limited capacity, there are limited prospects for advancement, and no incentives to 
improve their scholastic abilities, therefore they will offer limited assistance to their own 
children when they start school.  
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The second typology is the saddest type, for the purpose of this discussion this type is 
called the ‘Hope Postponer’. These folk never realize their dreams, never accommodate 
fresh chances at self-improvement, they may get employment, they may wander between 
jobs, they certainly spend time unemployed.   The sadness is that the connection between 
their current education levels and their employment status is never made, so that attending 
courses is seen as a Centrelink requirement for ongoing benefits rather than an 
opportunity for self-betterment.  
 
The third typology still paints a picture of struggle, however this type overcomes 
adversity, and achieves success even to a limited degree, so perhaps they could be called 
the ‘Optimistic Survivor’.  These folk gain employment, they may still move freely 
between jobs, but they have an optimistic self-belief in obtaining suitable and improving 
employment. The link between education and employment is still tenuous, but not 
exclusive. 
 
Educationally, the Optimistic Survivor has considered further educational opportunities, 
and taken steps to enrol and complete various courses, some linked to work, some 
separate from work, improving their education beyond the Certificate III level. 
Academically they are severely disadvantaged when compared to a successful completer 
of VCE, however they return to course work with life experience and general enthusiasm 
of the benefits the course will bring them. 
 
Scholastic achievement, as in written work for Mandy and mathematics for Brian 
happened after school completion. They did not do it on their own, they had help: 
individual, one-on-one assistance. It leads the question: what would their stories look like 
if they had had such help at school?  It also separates these two young people from the 
other participants in this study.  Diane understood her literacy and numeracy was below a 
satisfactory grade for career progression but was unable to do something to change it; 
Daniel’s response to written work requirements was to go into a state of panic; and Colin 
just doesn’t bother at all.   
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One of the issues here is the very deliberate separation between scholastic ability and 
scholastic achievement.  As is seen in the data analysis, each of our participants had real – 
and in some cases, severe - academic development issues.  Indeed, the one consistent 
factor these young people displayed was their undeveloped language skills. Their 
conversation was unsophisticated, and their vocabulary limited.  They were conscious of 
reduced reading and writing ability and, as Mandy described herself, “I was a little bit 
backwards”. Their educational self-esteem had taken a battering.  
 
6.2 INTRODUCING THE IDEA OF MYTHS 
Here lies a key to unlocking each individual’s potential, described in the model as a 
positive attitude towards scholastic achievement. The scholastic achievement key deals 
with the student’s self-belief in their academic ability.  It is not the only key on the self-
belief path, there also needs to be opportunities.  Reviewing the Belief Path Model there 
are three keys: scholastic achievement and opportunities are separated by a third 
component (or key), the ‘school is important’ box could as easily become ‘work is 
important’ or family, or society, it is the subjective norm of Ajzen’s model: the place that 
an individual has within society and how they see themselves within it.  Mandy and Brian 
see themselves as ordinary citizens, no different from anyone else, they are the 
‘Optimistic  Survivors’, and they can see opportunities and are not scared to take them.   
 
This thesis has been using the metaphor of journey, of travelling down the trade route, 
with forks in the road, with divergent paths, it is perhaps cumbersome now to introduce 
the idea of ‘keys’. Keys unlock doors, open gates, they invite surprise. They also describe 
barriers. Without a key the gate remains closed, the pathway remains out of reach. Using 
the belief path model three keys have been identified.  A broader view, like a wide angle 
lens, will be used to describe the gates or barriers that these three keys are able to unlock. 
These barriers are described here as ‘myths’. These myths are rampant in the school 
system, and visible in the academic research arena as well.  The first myth deals with the 
issue of scholastic performance.  The second myth deals with their place in society, the 
second key (subjective norm).  The third myth deals with employment opportunities after 
undertaking VCAL.  All three myths are a mechanism to view the keys discovered earlier 
from ‘both sides’: teacher and student, society and young person, employer and employee. 
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6.3 MYTH 1: DISENGAGEMENT IS THE STUDENT’S ‘FAULT’ 
Schools are – with the possible exception of the armed forces in war-time - 
the only institutions taking in a conscript population covering the whole of 
society. It follows that the school has a considerable problem of morale and 
control (Stenhouse, 1976, p. 167).  
Colin was a truant, he found sitting still difficult and it was not until he began the 
Certificate II in Building and Construction in Year 11 that he identified the learning that 
was taking place for him in that class. He was also able to see the benefit of the program 
through his several work placements and eventual successful employment. 
The expansion of VET in Schools within the VCAL program has provided a place of 
respite for students who found learning by traditional methods difficult. It is unfortunate 
that these students are viewed as deficient, or limited: 
In terms of educational programs, the schools have needed to provide 
appropriate programs for a broader range and more  diverse cohort of 
students beyond the more academic students looking to go on to university 
and into the professions (Brown & Sutton, 2008, p. 11). 
‘At risk’ students have been so labelled by their teachers (Blake, 2009), however, the 
students see their behaviour through a different lens, as once described by Willis:  
“Opposition to the school is principally manifested in the struggle to win symbolic and 
physical space from the institution and its rules and to defeat its main perceived purpose: 
to make you ‘work’.” (Willis, 1977, p. 26).      For the ‘lads’ of Willis’ research,  ‘success’ 
meant obtaining an apprenticeship or clerical work, and not the possibility of upward job 
mobility that may be acquired through school qualification completion (Willis, 1977, p. 
126).   
 
In the fifth grade of a working class primary school Jean Anyon (1981) observed a 
dominant theme of resistance. Students vandalized their learning by disruption and refusal 
to cooperate with teacher instruction. According to Anyon these children were developing 
a relationship to the economy, authority, and work that is appropriate preparation to wage 
labour – labour that is mechanical and routine (Finn, 1999). They engaged in subtle 
sabotage and other modes of indirect resistance similar to disgruntled workers in factories, 
sales floors and offices.  Teacher response was that these children were ‘lazy’ and 
students were kept busy by copying from the blackboard, writing answers to text book 
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questions and doing craft projects. Work was following steps in a procedure.  One teacher 
was told by the principal, “Just do your best. If they learn to add and subtract, that’s a 
bonus. If not, don’t worry about it” (Finn, 1999).  There was little decision making or 
choice. Work was often evaluated in terms of whether the steps were followed rather than 
whether it was right or wrong. Knowledge was presented as fragmented facts isolated 
from wider bodies of meaning and from the lives and experiences of the students (Finn, 
1999). 
 
A university-schools research project in Queensland investigated the apparent low 
aspiration for higher education of students in schools serving low socio-economic areas. 
Through participatory action research the project aimed to expose barriers to the 
attainment of the high school students’ educational potential (Bland, 2008).  The results 
were surprising, in that Year 10 students whose classroom behaviour had seen them 
marginalized to a ‘last chance’ program created a DVD that became widely acclaimed 
and won prestigious awards. The project was able to show that rather than disengaging 
from formal education, the students maintained ‘some degree of optimism’ that education 
could still provide some personal benefit.  In fact, for the study group members the 
experience was life changing, one of the students went from bored and facing suspension 
to become school captain two years later, others recognized new possibilities in education 
(Bland, 2008). 
 
The Student Action Research for University Access (SARUA) project through which the 
research was undertaken has resulted in many school-based, student-inspired 
improvement activities.   It also raised questions regarding the labelling of students as 
‘disengaged’; ‘at-risk’; ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘disaffected’ (Bland, 2008, p. 4).  It further 
challenged the low expectations of such students regarding educational potential and 
interest.  Bland (2008) defined students ‘at risk’ as those belonging to a group that, due to 
social and cultural factors, has limited, if any, power to make a difference in the education 
system or to take full advantage of its benefits. 
The establishment of alternative schools for ‘disengaged’ senior secondary students have 
been found to be successful as re-entry points to mainstream education. Students were 
attracted to the programs by such features as mode of delivery; choice of study areas; and 
the quality of relationships between students and staff (Anlezark, 2010).   
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In addition, student-centred approaches of self-paced learning were seen as important. 
Flexible delivery and timetabling allowed students to balance study, work and other 
interests.   Students in these  alternate schools commented that “the learning is so much 
better than when I went to school” and “the College is a great place where you get the 
teachers’ support [...] the best thing I have ever done” (Te Riele, 2007). As a student from 
the Changing Lanes program described: 
“Some of us can't keep going in school. We have trouble, like reading or 
maths or other things go wrong. Now I'm in the last stages of Certificate II 
Engineering. I might do a boilermaker's apprenticeship”. Rob, student 
(Stokes 2005, n.p.).         
The Changing Lanes program, an example of a successful alternate post compulsory 
education setting in Victoria,  taught the VCAL to students who transferred out of school 
into their program.  The program did not want to be seen as a ‘dumping ground’ for 
students who found school too difficult, but acknowledged that some young people 
needed an alternative to mainstream schooling (Stokes, 2005).  The program was set up as 
a workplace, each day two students attend a workshop to do basic mechanical and 
engineering work.  Over one week ten students attend the program at the workshop. Other 
students undertake different certificates including Certificate II in Retail, Automotive 
Services, Childcare, and Food-handling (Stokes, 2005).  
 
Similar to Changing Lanes, is the Tasmanian Studentworks project (Latona, 2005) where 
a handful of students attend a factory where they make wood and metal products to sell 
on site, and run a café for external customers. Fifteen students attend every second week 
for two years, with a teacher - student ratio of 1 to 5 students. The workshop copies and 
creates a real work environment, and students gain Certificate 1 level qualifications 
designed to feed into local job opportunities. Set up in 1978, the Workshop was 
established by an enthusiastic special education teacher who believed that students 
needed a practical education if they were going to move smoothly from school to work. 
Studentworks works closely with youth services, employment agencies and individual 
employers, actively marketing their students, and students’ trade skills and ‘work 
readiness’ put them ahead of other school leavers (Latona, 2005). 
 
These two examples have a number of common identifiers: dedicated staff; low teacher-
to-student ratios; real work activities and the understanding on the part of the students that 
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their attendance is critical to their placement in the program.  In both cases links to the 
local school were maintained, in the Tasmanian example, students attended Studentworks 
and school in alternate weeks (Latona, 2005); in the Victorian example teachers from the 
local school attended Changing Lanes to teach the core VCAL modules (Stokes, 2005). 
 
These two examples are provided here for a further reason. The obvious impracticality of 
providing the substantial numbers of ‘at risk’ or difficult students that end up on the trade 
route with a post compulsory vocational education in the manner described above. Yet 
these examples hold the key to the success of the VCAL program: it has to be hands-on; 
work experience has to be genuine; schoolwork has to be linked to practical work; tuition 
needs to be in a small group or one-on-one environment; and there needs to be 
commitment on the part of the student to firstly attend the program, and secondly to make 
a personal effort to achieve.  VCAL students observed they were usually “very different 
people” (Blake, 2006) when they were at work and were more likely to live up to their 
employer’s expectations because they were treated with respect and trusted with adult-
like responsibilities. 
 
 
 
6.4 MYTH 2: WORKING CLASS STUDENTS ARE ‘HAPPY’ TO DO 
VOCATIONAL STUDIES 
From the dawn of time there have been two different kinds of education – the 
education of the manual laborer through practice with tools, implements, and 
machines in shop, field, ship or mine, and the education of the brain-workers 
and members of the leisure class in the school, largely with the aid of books 
(Anderson, 1926, p. v). 
Somewhere in history the artisan or master craftsman was reduced to a ‘blue collar 
worker’. The blacksmith, potter and weaver; the goldsmith, cabinet maker and fresco 
painter; the stone mason, calligrapher and harpist no longer hold pride of place in the 
village or town, instead their profession has become part of factory mass production and 
the delicate craft that they maintained although still admired in antiques and old buildings 
is no longer copied and preserved. Somewhere, most likely within the Industrial 
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Revolution, when the advent of assembly lines and the breakup of whole jobs into 
separate tasks the social standing of the artisan was lost.  Anderson cited in the quotation 
above, assumes that the manual labourer did not require ‘letters’ to learn their craft it was 
carefully instructed during an apprenticeship which may have begun from the age of 
twelve however the master craftsmen of historical importance, such as Michelangelo, 
were literate and participated in the educational discussions of his day. 
 
The workers on Ford’s assembly line or in the steel mills turned the societal memory of 
craft into a daily grind of grime and struggle for low pay while the steel mill owner, the 
railway tycoon and the weaving mill owner became extraordinarily wealthy.  The 
children of these workers joined them in the factories at an early age, and it was not until 
the 1830s that mass education “domesticated” the literacy of the working classes (Finn, 
1999, p. 135). Finn describes four types of literacy: performative, functional, 
informational and powerful. “Powerful literacy involves creativity and reason – the ability 
to evaluate, analyse and synthesize what is read” (Finn, 1999, p. 124).  
 
The children in working class schools learn functional literacy: how to fill out a job 
application, understand directions for using a household gadget, and writing notes for 
other people to read, these are examples of functional literacy. Finn concludes that the 
“directive, domesticating teaching” styles replicates “authoritarian, conformist, powerless 
societies” in that: 
We are mystified when working-class children learn to read and write but do 
not progress to informational and powerful literacy, and so we try to teach 
them the basics of reading and writing better – back to basics again and 
again in the vain hope that if we make them literate enough they will do 
what’s natural and become logical, scientific, technological, explicit, and so 
on. 
The older they get the harder we try to give them the basics and the more 
frustrated we become.  We blame them for being so lacking in intelligence 
that they cannot do what’s natural or so perverse that they will not do what’s 
natural.  By this time their oppositional identity is making itself felt, school’s 
over, and the war is on (Finn, 1999, p. 127). 
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Jean Anyon studied fifth grade classes in five public elementary schools in northern New 
Jersey.  She discovered that within the schools, despite using the same text books, there 
were four distinct types of education (Finn, 1999).   The executive elite schools and the 
affluent professional schools taught a liberal education of creative thinking and problem 
solving, while the students in the middle class schools and the working class schools were 
taught obedience and domestication in preparation for office and factory employment 
respectively. She identified difference within a public school system: whether it is the 
cultural differences of the population of the school; the dynamics of the teaching staff; or 
the education program. Anyon considered that “while one’s occupational status and 
income level contribute to one’s social class, they do not define it” (Anyon, 1981, p. 4).     
 
The social divide between the elite – those who come from a heritage of the value of 
education – and the working classes is not just one of culture. Youth disinterest in 
education is not a new phenomenon. Paul Willis (1977) explored the oppositional culture 
of a dozen working class youth, who by rejecting the education system provided to them 
were replicating their working class heritage in their own lives (Willis, 1977).  The 
challenge of this research is to acknowledge that given a different environment, the young 
men of Willis’ research may have finished school very differently: 
It is not that some adults are inherently incapable of thinking abstractly, 
becoming critically reflective, or making reflective judgments.  It is only that 
they have not learned how to think in these ways.  Many are socialized in 
subcultures – including those of schools – that place little or no value on such 
ways of knowing (Jarvis, [1992] 1995, p. 125). 
Why, asks Stenhouse (1976), are children of working-class background relatively 
disadvantaged in school compared to middle-class children? The fashionable answer, he 
says, is that they are handicapped by what Bernstein called the ‘restricted code’ of their 
language (Stenhouse, 1976, p. 31).  There is still a tendency to blame the students as a 
product of their environment rather than the school system they are experiencing: 
School-delivered VET acts as a mechanism for social selection; it filters low-
SES and low-achieving students out into a separate VET in Schools pathway 
and therefore it is imperative that VET in Schools as a program alternative, is 
of high quality. The inequity of senior secondary schooling in failing to cater 
for the lowest SES students in the mainstream curriculum is reinforced by the 
failure of VET in Schools to provide a strong, high quality pathway to 
employment and further study (Clarke & Volkoff, 2012, pp. 9-10).  
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Linking VET to a student’s social standing in preference to personal ability and career 
aspirations attaches blinkers to staff who deal with these ‘ordinary’ Year 10 students, and 
whose impact on the final subject choices for Year 11 is substantial. 
 
 
 
6.5 MYTH 3: ONE YEAR [OF VCAL] IS ‘ENOUGH’ 
The criteria of knowledge imposed upon them are the conventional ones. 
‘Why don’t you,’ said a peasant participating in a culture circle, ‘explain the 
pictures first?  That way it’ll take less time and won’t give us a headache’ 
(Freire, 1972, p. 39). 
It is rather disturbing to consider that those students who are already disadvantaged by 
their low academic scores and their disassociating behaviour identify their learning in the 
VCAL classroom as ‘comparable’ to VCE. Not only comparable but superior in that Year 
11 Intermediate VCAL is ‘equivalent’ to Year 12 VCE. It is perhaps appropriate to repeat 
this particular quotation: 
A young person who was awarded the VCAL Intermediate Certificate in Year 
11 would be considered a Year 12 or equivalent completer; another who was 
enrolled in a VCE program and left school during Year 12 would be 
considered an early school leaver (DEECD, 2010, p. 1). 
Certainly Diane was quite confident in her appraisal of the value of her VCAL 
Intermediate Certificate. This distortion of equivalent value does not adequately describe 
the difference between the basic ‘reading and writing’ skills that are expected in the 
VCAL Literacy Skills program and VCE English, nor equivalent mathematical skills in 
the VCAL Numeracy Skills program as compared to VCE maths subjects. Diane was 
unable to take her Certificate II to the next level (a nursing traineeship) despite her 
obvious advantage in the completion of a Certificate II in Community Services, because 
her literacy and numeracy skills level prevented satisfactory completion of the entry test.  
 
For the students there is a disparity between the ‘work skills’ required as part of the trade 
or services VET course and the classroom ‘skills’ of the VCAL core units (see Appendix 
1 for description). Despite the best of the program designer’s intentions there is minimal 
association between the core units and on-the-job relevance.   
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There is also the issue that the format of VCAL for all levels is the same so that students 
identify they are ‘repeating’ subjects already completed. These units are designed on 
levels of ‘competency’ which pay limited attention to content and allows for teaching to 
the lowest common denominator.   
 
VCAL was established as the ‘pathway to employment’ (Ryan, 2011). Students were able 
to join that path at a point based on their desire (interest) and ability (VCAA 2010). 
There was an assumption that by completing VCAL it would ensure the student of an 
apprenticeship, a trade and a career. There is a belief by teachers (Blake, 2009), 
researchers (Currie & McCollow, 2002) and policy makers (TAFE Directors Australia, 
2008) that vocational education provides an opportunity for re-engagement by potential 
early school leavers and disengaged young people (Pritchard & Anderson, 2006).  
However, the following comment by Stenhouse still holds true today: 
I should be prepared to claim that vocational success is one of the most 
powerful factors in the pupils’ long-term future....But teachers have 
traditionally known little of the early leavers’ world. Probably only a minority 
of teachers can evaluate the pros and cons of various apprenticeships, or 
understand the rewards and the stresses of long-distance transport driving, 
horticultural work or motor car factory work. Teachers in school often 
understand less than they might the further education sector and its pattern of 
qualifications (Stenhouse, 1976, p. 42). 
 
What VCAL and VET have provided these young people is a semblance of hope.  Hope 
that they can complete the scholastic requirements of the education system before they 
flee from the system never likely to re-engage in the education process again.  There 
appears to be a change of attitude on the academic horizon.  Current research is asking the 
critical question “Why is VET in Schools not providing strong employment and further 
study outcomes for students?” (Clarke, 2013) and it has been noted that: 
A constant theme during the roundtables was the concern that VET in Schools 
students were not ‘job ready’, due both to a lack of exposure to workplaces 
and industry and the level of qualifications they had undertaken. 
School students are leaving secondary school without the requisite 
disciplinary knowledge to support their vocational skills and/or vocational 
learning at a higher level and without sufficient exposure to industry learning. 
(Clarke, 2013, p. 10). 
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The best outcomes are enjoyed by those pupils, both male and female, who proceed from 
school to vocational or higher education and those pupils who proceed from school to 
apprenticeships in the traditional trades, which are dominated by men (Wheelahan, 
Moodie, & Buchanan, 2012). In her report, Clarke (2012) noted that there was a concern 
among survey respondents that VET in Schools is still being viewed as an easy option 
and an engagement strategy for students under-achieving in the academic curriculum and 
that this misconception led to misinformation and poor counselling of students into 
vocational pathways.  
VET in Schools is too often viewed by schools, students and parents as a 
ticket to full time employment after school without any further investment or 
participation in education and training. This is incongruent with the reality 
faced by VET in Schools students entering an unforgiving labour market, 
where foundational VET in Schools certificates have little currency with 
employers (Clarke, 2012, p. 31). 
Diane made it quite clear that she understood that having completed Year 11 Intermediate 
VCAL she was entitled to leave school and “skip forward” with her career. Was it her 
failure that has prevented her career from eventuating? Was it ability? No rather, it was 
the recognition that her skills in literacy and numeracy were not of a standard that 
allowed her to progress to the next level. 
 
Diane did miss half of Year 10, and it is unlikely that she spent her idle time at home 
studying to improve her reading and writing skills. However, her story is not exceptional, 
when she was at school, she attended every day, learning should have occurred, there 
should have been literacy development. Diane was confident that she had the ability to 
become a nurse, why then did her literacy ability prevent this from occurring? 
How long will it take me to complete the VCAL? The VCAL has been 
developed for Years 11 and 12 students.  You can get a VCAL certificate and 
Statement of Results when you successfully complete your VCAL program for 
the level you have chosen.  Many students complete a VCAL level in one year 
(VCAA, 2010).  
Diane’s story is different to that of the young men. Although she has a strong career goal, 
she has not been able to identify the ‘process’ to achieve it. She has discovered the 
pathway that will lead her to the career of her dreams, but not the hand luggage that she 
needs in order to get there. In her case, the ‘hand luggage’ is her fluency in literacy and 
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numeracy, and her personal ability to improve her current achievement levels. The young 
men also have deficiencies in this area, however the pathway to some apprenticeships has 
been softened by the trade expectation of hands-on abilities, and the lessor concern with 
the students’ reading and writing abilities. The young men get early opportunities at 
employment even while continuing their trade education with a Certificate III 
apprenticeship; Diane, being female, seeking employment in the services industry, and 
already disadvantaged by her academic achievements gains no such start to post-school 
employment. 
 
 
6.6 SUMMARY 
The first myth examined the way in which scholars have promoted applied learning as a 
way of engaging or re-engaging ‘at risk’ youth.  In relation to our participants, the hands-
on learning of the VCAL comes almost too late to change behaviours and invite 
scholastic re-interest in academic study.  This raises the question how are these struggling 
students provided with the one-on-one attention that they need in order to set them on the 
road to their full potential?   
 
The second myth examines the idea of equity of educational expectations based on the 
school a student attends and the suburb they live in.  It also challenges the assumption 
that students from working class schools are unsuited for higher learning opportunities. 
 
The third myth acknowledges that the hopelessness of long term unemployment begins 
with an unfulfilled dream held by young people of their own potential role in society. 
These young people appear not to have the resilience required to convert dreams to reality, 
and that leaving school early actually inhibits their success to a career. There is now a 
new conundrum, researchers are admitting that this pathway is not adequately effective, 
and it raises new questions about the suitability of these students’ vocational education in 
school to prepare them for the world of work. 
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6.7 RESEARCH QUESTION ANSWERED 
There are three facets within the Research Question: 
1. Students have chosen the VCAL path to employment 
2. Students are adequately engaged in their learning to complete Year 11 studies 
3. Students leave school at the end of Year 11 
By looking at those students who completed Year 11 and VCAL Intermediate, this 
research has excluded those students whose disengagement from school and study has 
resulted in them dropping out of school before the end of the year. It does not include 
those students who successfully gain an apprenticeship before the end of Year 11 and 
who also do not complete their VCAL studies. 
 
1. Year 11 VCAL Intermediate is identified as equivalent to Year 12 VCE for political 
and employment purposes.  Certainly the students understood that they had acquired 
an ‘equivalent’ qualification which while it may not provide them with a pathway to 
university is expected to be adequate to obtain an apprenticeship or other 
employment.  This idea of equivalence disguises the difference in academic 
achievement between the two qualifications.  
 
2. The informants of this research, irrespective of difficulties, can therefore be labelled 
as ‘engaged’ students.  Yet, despite their engagement they still leave school without a 
Year 12 qualification.  This is not to say that they believe that Year 12 is irrelevant, 
but rather there is a more ominous reason. For these low-achievers, school curriculum 
requirements batter these students’ self-esteem, and to leave school at the earliest 
opportunity is their intention. The successful procurement of an apprenticeship is seen 
as having priority over their continuing scholastic endeavours. 
 
3. There is a dependence by these students on the career teachers to ‘find’ them an 
apprenticeship, and certainly Colin and Daniel were placed in employment interviews 
based on the recommendation and actions of the career teacher.  Employers approach 
career teachers seeking their best students and these are picked off in a form of 
ranking leaving the least employable still in the classroom by the end of Year 12.  
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According to Blake’s (2009, p. 190) definition, a student being ‘at risk’ of disengagement 
is seen to have “very limited options within the curriculum and may be ‘forced’ to do 
vocational subjects as a last resort”.  The participants of this research do not fit 
comfortably in this definition, they chose (Diane and Mandy) to follow the trade route, or 
they accepted (Colin and Brian) that the trade route was their preferred path to 
employment.  Daniel understood that his academic limitations made the trade route his 
only option.  For Mandy leaving school without an apprenticeship, and for Diane who 
requires further qualifications to obtain a position in her field of interest, the road to 
employment is rocky indeed.   As the non-trades sector expands incorporating more 
VETiS qualified students (Table 9 in Appendix 1) who have also undertaken VCAL the 
challenge of employability and work readiness needs to be balanced with adequate 
academic preparedness. 
 
Daniel is actually a talented artist, having studied an airbrushing certificate post school. 
He ‘copy-paints’ rather than ‘creates’ because his lack of self-confidence prevents him 
from creating something in his own right. What career choice did he need Physics for at 
school? Why was it such a scary choice? Were there no other VCE options that would 
have enabled him to find a satisfactory career in something else?  By the time he was 
talking to the career teacher his trade pathway was already marked out, it was a matter of 
which trade, not a choice of alternative careers. 
 
Surely amongst all the myths, keys and journey stories here is the show stopper: in Year 
10 students chose the VCAL path because it is seen as an ‘easy’ option (Clarke & Volkoff, 
2012, p. 20), and the career guidance provided has more to do with a student’s behaviour 
in the classroom than actual personal ability. By the time they leave school these students 
are still at a Year 10 literacy and numeracy standard, if not less, and so are further 
disadvantaged in the workplace.   
 
In the following chapter the decisions that these students made are addressed within four 
concerns that informed the study as described in the introductory chapter. The responses 
to these concerns contribute to the answering of the research question in much more detail. 
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7  CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
7.1 LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 
This study shares the journey stories of five students.  By keeping the number of 
participants small it provides space to examine their journey in some detail. However, it 
does limit the opportunity to make generalizations regarding this particular cohort.  
Further study could seek to provide a deeper examination of a larger cohort of 
‘completers’ and the role that VCAL plays in preparing these students for employment 
and a satisfactory career. 
This study does not examine the VCAL curriculum, or compare programs provided by 
different schools, it accepts in much the same way as the students interviewed that there is 
little encouragement to seek out alternate programs at other schools within the city that 
might align more closely to individual student’s aspirations. 
Working with the Theory of Planned Behaviour, this study specifically looks at one event 
in the lives of the students: the decision to leave school at the end of Year 11, the analysis 
is structured within the parameters of this theory giving a three pronged approach to the 
decisions that the students made. 
 
7.2 INTRODUCING THE ‘CONCERNS’ 
Behind the research question that has informed this study, as described in the introductory 
chapter, were four concerns. These concerns outline the issues upon which the choices 
and decisions that students make are examined by outsiders. The basis for their 
educational choices is unknown; the students are disadvantaging themselves by their 
intention to leave school before completing Year 12; and therefore may not be fulfilling 
their potential and finally the students are not fulfilling government and school 
expectations. It is an appropriate moment to review these concerns in relation to the 
participants in this study.  
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7.3 RESPONSE TO CONCERN 1: DECISIONS AND EDUCATIONAL 
CHOICES 
Concern 1: The basis for the students’ educational choices and their decision to 
discontinue their education is not known. 
Scenario One 
Mandy’s textile teacher in Year 10 encouraged her and gave her a certificate of 
achievement.  
M:  Well, in Year 10 when we had Textiles, my teacher (Mrs A) kept praising me, and 
saying I was really good at this, you should do stuff like that. Like the Certificate 3. And 
she pushed me a bit which was good. And I did that. And then basically my teacher in 
Year 11 pushed me but not as hard. And that was when I kind of went down and lost 
interest as well. And [work placement] - nobody really pushed me on that. 
 
Mandy attended TAFE classes which she “really enjoyed” and completed a Certificate III 
in Concept Development for Clothing Products. She was expecting to gain employment, 
even a satisfactory career for her efforts. 
 
Scenario Two 
A textiles teacher developed a program which she considered more age-appropriate for 
her students than the VET course offered at the TAFE, so that instead of “endless sewing 
exercises” without ever finishing a garment, students were able to practice the same 
content while doing a series of garments and projects.  This held the students interest, 
provided motivation and built resilience, unlike the TAFE course where the students 
dropped out of the program (Brown, 2011, p. 6).  
 
What is wrong with these scenarios? Mandy showed evidence of ability, so also did the 
students in the second scenario, and yet failure was inevitable for both sets of students 
without intervention.  In this study, the perspective of the students is the one that is 
examined. However, for a brief moment, if we look at Mandy and the other textile 
students from the teacher’s perspective what do we see? 
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In Scenario Two, the “ teacher spoke about the need to make the program suit the 
students and be appropriate for secondary school students rather than those seeking work 
in the industry” (Brown, 2011, p. 6). Her intention was to satisfactorily provide a level of 
learning that would give the students a pass grade.  The TAFE course is directed at 
workers being able to perform in the industry, and the students “voted with their feet and 
dropped out of the program” (Brown, 2011, p. 6).  Here lies the problem: who were 
“those seeking work” if they were not the students undertaking VET in School?  This is 
the dilemma of the school classroom: students are required to complete a quota of 
subjects, and they can choose to undertake VET courses as part of VCE or VCAL. There 
is no restriction to entry into those VET classes based on the employment aspirations of 
the students. 
Textile classes are part of the lower secondary program, and senior classes are readily 
adaptable to suit either VCE or VET programs, and yet students who chose the VET 
program were dropping out because they lost interest in the “endless exercises”.  These 
students had been attending TAFE classes, but they were not undertaking a school based 
apprenticeship like Mandy. 
In Scenario One, Mandy’s school based apprenticeship did not go well.  Her activities 
there included “cutting up costumes, and sewing up - and filling up work books”. 
M:  When I was working with them, I kept on getting hauled off for certain things.   
Mandy’s description “getting hauled off” could be interpreted a number of ways, for this 
exercise, it is presumed that her behaviour was not what the staff in the work place were 
expecting of her. To Mandy, the staff “weren’t really supportive”, they “did not have the 
patience”, and she had difficulty adapting her left-handedness to the job. 
M: I started not enjoying it.  I started being really depressed about going – I didn’t want 
to go, and so I ended up dropping out – six months into it.  
 
Despite not continuing with her school based apprenticeship, Mandy completed Year 11.  
Mandy’s academic achievements at school would have been few and far between. 
Success in her textiles class brought such pleasure that she considered a career in that 
field. Yet within twelve months that career idea had been snuffed out.   
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Mandy was undertaking a school based apprenticeship, but the work environment became 
so unpleasant for her that she abandoned not only the apprenticeship but all hope of a 
career in that field. Did Mandy misbehave? As an SBA10 student she attended work two 
days a week, she understood that this position could potentially lead to ongoing 
employment, it is unlikely that she would deliberately throw this chance away. When the 
placement ended badly, the school was unable to find another employer. There is no 
doubt that many schools do not have adequate links to suitable employers for their 
students, and work placements for large numbers of students become hard to arrange.  
VCAL students gain a reputation for difficult behaviour and one bad incident spoils it for 
consecutive year’s students. 
 
Colin would have been happy to finish school at the end of Year 10 and move into an 
apprenticeship, the extra year at school gave him an opportunity to prepare for life as an 
apprentice with some hands-on trade training.  For him VET in school slowed the truancy 
behaviour which had become part of his school routine. He gave no thought to why he 
was behaving in this manner and how it affected his academic development, he just found 
sitting still all day really difficult. However, it was the expectation of the VET classroom 
that turned that behaviour around.  He was able to identify the “usefulness” of the trade 
classes, and he enjoyed the “lots of hands on stuff, working with tools we hadn’t used 
before”.  For Colin, the VET classes gave him repeated work experience opportunities 
and eventually an apprenticeship. 
 
When does a student decide to go down the trade route? In actual fact, they may not have 
made a decision at all. Teachers identify students that they understand are not achieving a 
suitable academic standard for the final years of school, and encourage, guide or insist 
that students choose the vocational pathway.  It is noted that: 
…while some VET in Schools choices are informed by future occupational 
and further educational opportunities, some students described these factors 
as playing little role in their subject selection.  They had limited 
understanding of the part VET in Schools might play in their future 
employment and training options, which was reinforced by being ‘assigned’ 
to VET in Schools classes, based on teacher perception of their abilities or 
                                                 
10 SBA or SBAT is a school based apprenticeship or traineeship 
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perceived lack thereof, or on the basis of vacancies in a particular option 
(Clarke & Volkoff, 2012, p. 25). 
 
Students in Year 10 undertake the ‘work experience’ component of the careers program 
with an ‘any job will do’ attitude, to satisfy course requirements. Year 10 students may 
not realize the impact of the decision they make to include VET studies or undertake 
VCAL in place of VCE in their final years.  They also do not identify that their behaviour 
in school impacts their future as well.  However, the key to unlock effective decisions lies 
in the opportunity for students from as early as Year 8 to ‘taste’ all sorts of trade options, 
not linked to a career path, but rather all of them building a collection of skills that can 
later be harnessed in the career that is finally chosen.  Whereas other researchers are 
suggesting that the opportunity to ‘taste’ some VET in Schools prior to commencement in 
Year 11 might better inform and improve the effectiveness of decision-making about the 
vocational courses to be taken at Year 11 and Year 12 (Anlezark et al., 2006) this study is 
suggesting that short ‘taster’ segments of a term or semester duration need to be 
independent of VET courses.   
 
Holland’s model for school career vocational orientation identified a trade capability that 
he called ‘Realistic’ describing those interested in working with their hands (Holland, 
1985). The suggestion here is that the school approach to wood working, metal work, 
textiles, art and food classes in lower secondary are made more ‘realistic’ so that students 
are able to identify their own ability in these areas. These are always difficult classes for 
the trade teachers because of the number of students in the class and the element of 
danger involving tools and equipment that is in use.  If, from the Year 7 level, these 
classes were split in half, so that only 12 – 15 students were in the workshop or kitchen at 
a time, a far better outcome at the end of each lesson would be achieved. It would also 
help those ‘less academically inclined’ students to concentrate on the work at hand, aware 
that the teacher focus is less filtered by disciplinary issues and more concerned with 
individual achievements. 
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7.4 RESPONSE TO CONCERN 2: STUDENT DISADVANTAGE  
Concern 2:  The students are personally disadvantaging themselves by the 
decision to stop their education at this point 
Diane wanted to be a nurse.  As she clung to that career goal she turned down other work 
and study opportunities and the time slipped by leaving her as a long term unemployed 
unqualified jobseeker.  There is a real sadness in this case, Diane has a sweet nature and 
as an aged care worker (her original choice) she would have been a competent and caring 
nurse. However, she did not have the resilience to initiate a study program that would 
assist her in gaining her second choice as a nurse at the hospital. She was severely 
hampered by her lower educational achievements.  Her literacy and numeracy levels were 
frightening low and yet because she had completed Year 11 she believed that she had a 
satisfactory school completion. 
 
D: I wouldn’t feel I was being slowed down in the process to my career if I had stayed 
and done my Year 12.  I already have my Cert 2 and so was already equivalent, so what 
was the point? 
 
For all of the participants of this study the central issue for them was their belief in their 
ability to continue their education.  They all had a literacy and numeracy ‘dysfunction’ 
brought about by their school learning development and eventually by their difficult 
classroom behaviour.  Diane did not misbehave in class, she came every day, and 
participated in the class activities, but her decision to change schools mid-year twice 
acted as a buffer against school assignment demands that were probably left uncompleted, 
and the six months that she did not attend school in Year 10 left her as educationally 
disadvantaged as Colin who admitted to regular truancy. 
 
There is no doubt that Daniel has personally disadvantaged himself by the two 
unsatisfactory attempts to complete an apprenticeship. In both cases, it was not his 
inability to undertake the trade skill requirements for the job, quite the opposite: it was the 
bookwork requirements that stalled the apprenticeships. Daniel signed up for a second 
apprenticeship as a mature age apprentice, he “figured I needed a trade under my belt, 
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something to fall back on”, because “a lot of people are looking for qualified people not 
someone that can do the work properly but someone that’s got a piece of paper”.  
 
Daniel’s attempt at the mature age apprenticeship ended badly, and he was left 
unemployed with the regret he had left his previous stable job to try to improve his 
qualifications. However, it did not take him long to find some casual work. “Work just 
sort of finds me, usually word of mouth, and things like that”.  Would he attempt an 
apprenticeship a third time? The answer is “unlikely”. 
FG: Now that you have been out of school for a few years, do you think there are still 
external factors that are helping you or preventing you from achieving further study? 
D: I suppose life is a lot more busier than when you are at school, and living at home.  So 
it makes it a lot harder to study and find the time to do that. 
 
While this study agrees with other research (Wheelahan, Moodie, & Buchanan, 2012) that 
there is a wedge between vocational and academic education which increases the 
disadvantage between the two student outcomes, the focus of education for those students 
that end up taking the ‘trade route’ should be on their earlier schooling. The simplest 
example is that some trades, in particular electro-technology, plumbing and carpentry, 
require advanced mathematics and yet students commencing apprenticeships having 
completed either one or two years of VCAL have undertaken ‘numeracy’ units which are 
more ‘user friendly’ and cover such topics as mapping skills, and money handling, but not 
the detailed mathematics required even at Certificate II levels in these courses. It further 
extends the students’ disadvantage. 
 
The key here for students in the VCAL and VETiS programs is to ensure that the courses 
on offer are of a suitable standard that will be acceptable to employers; will provide an 
adequate preparation for further study and will engage the students in the learning 
program.  Also, these courses are supported by a schedule of subjects (for example 
mathematics, technical drawing) that have built the core knowledge requirements for 
these students. 
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Finn (1999) puts this quite bluntly: 
Teachers of working-class children need to learn how to teach school 
discourse and powerful literacy to working-class children.  They need to stop 
teaching performative and functional literacy and waiting for children to 
acquire school discourse and powerful literacy “naturally”. They need to 
understand that traditional, directive methods are antithetical to the 
acquisition of powerful literacy, and that progressive, collaborative methods 
are necessary for the acquisition of powerful literacy (Finn, 1999, p. 206). 
 
 
 
7.5 RESPONSE TO CONCERN 3:  STUDENT POTENTIAL 
Concern 3:  The students may not be fulfilling their potential, so there is a cost to 
the community and therefore the nation. 
 
Never does a new school year begin without a skip of my heartbeat… I know 
that every student who walks through the school door does so with new hope 
– hope that this year things will be just right. 
“This year the teachers will like me, and I’ll like them,” they think.  “This 
year I’ll do my work – go to class – stay out of trouble.  This year I will not 
repeat my mistakes.” 
A clean slate every August.  A new opportunity to try again to get it right – or 
at least do it better.  Is there any other place that renews itself with hope 
every year as a school does? (Gruwell, 2009, pp. 5-6) 
 Copperfield College (Clayton et al., 2010), Changing Lanes (Stokes, 2005) and 
Studentworks (Latona, 2005) were examples provided within this thesis where a 
commitment was required on the part of the student to attend and participate to an 
expected standard of excellence. Placement in these courses was competitive, and there 
was substantial pre-work done by staff, parents and employers to assist the students in 
identifying the choices they were making, to test case the trades they were choosing and 
to acknowledge the achievements they made.   
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At Hilltop High (Crump & Stanley, 2005b) VET courses are supported by an extensive 
career guidance program that is provided within the school from at least Year 9 level, so 
that students are able to understand that the career they are seeking is affected by the 
subject choices that they make in the final years of school. 
 
The key to success for these students lies in their ‘engagement’ of the courses they 
undertake. There is respect by both teachers and students for the work that is to be 
undertaken in order for the students to be ‘work ready’.  Genuine work placements; 
sponsorship by employers (apprenticeship offers, work trials, and awards); innovative 
community projects; workplace tours; visiting speakers; and attendance at expos and 
career fairs assist in gaining a more detailed perspective on the work environment. 
 
Mandy chose a correspondence course in order to take her education status to the next 
level.  Although this part of her story sounds impressive it was not without pain, her 
course stalled very quickly when a friend (also undertaking the same course) got back the 
first assignments with an unsatisfactory grade.  It took the intervention of a second friend, 
acting as tutor, to kick start the study into action again twelve months later.  It also took a 
further two years to come close to completing the course, there were always distractions.  
However, Mandy’s first assignments came back as Credit grades, and this stimulated her 
ongoing participation in the course. When her later assignments came back with 
Distinction and High Distinction grades, Mandy was ecstatic.  
 
Daniel, with his stilted spoken language, limited vocabulary and undeveloped written 
language skills is immediately restricted in his employment choices: he is forced down 
the trade path regardless of his own desire to be something else. We should breathe a sigh 
of relief that he is ‘good with his hands’.  However, there is an increasing number of 
young people who are not adept with their hands, who choose non-trade VET courses 
such as business, media or sport and recreation to help them through the last years of 
secondary school.  What happens to them? 
 
In the school environment, for the past twenty years, there has been discussion and 
modified teaching practice based on Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences 
(Gardner, 1983).  The theory is based on the belief that each individual has unique 
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intelligences through which he or she is able to learn and disseminate new information. 
Gardner originally looked at individuals with extreme ability in specific areas, such as 
music, however, in the classroom of ordinary students no one particular student may 
shine with a particular intelligence as described in the diagram below (Figure 23).  What 
is so special about the idea of multiple intelligence is the acceptance that people learn in 
different ways. Sadly, despite this theory being accepted in the education arena, it is not 
well translated into teaching practice. 
 
 
Figure 23  Multiple Intelligences Model, adapted (Gardner, 1983) 
 
For Colin and Daniel, who both learned best through a hands-on method of instruction, 
which could be described as spatial (visual) and/ or kinesthetic (bodily), their learning in 
this manner came too late to help them accommodate weakness in other methods of 
learning.  Both admitted to having difficulty with bookwork, although Daniel was 
confident in his mathematical skills, all his academic problems stemmed around the 
written language.  The rising panic that Daniel portrayed when the completion of 
bookwork was discussed was a visible, physical reaction over which he no longer had any 
control. It was totally debilitating. 
 
Multiple 
Intelligences
Logic
Body
Intra 
personal
Inter 
personal
Visual-
Spatial
Music
Word
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In my conversation with Daniel, I was too fearful to ask him what it was he wanted to 
become, what career he once considered, it was too long ago, and the opportunity has 
long gone, if it ever existed at all. But there was about him an imprint of sadness that such 
an opportunity passed him by. To him, it was a matter of facing inevitable subject failure, 
there was no hope, no attempt, and no resilience. So VET allowed him to be successful at 
school. The career teacher might be able to support these young people in their search for 
apprenticeships and employment, but the real need of these individuals began in primary 
school with their initial learning to read and write. 
…last year we [Pathways Team] were picking out kids to go into VCAL, but 
now people are saying to me that they have kids who can’t read or write and 
are really struggling; they are asking ‘why didn’t this kid end up in VCAL like 
the others?’ (Blake, 2009, p. 191). 
Surely, this is the wrong question: why are the teachers not asking “why do they have 
kids who can’t read and write and are really struggling?” and make changes to the 
curriculum to help them rather than send them to the VCAL classes. 
 
 
 
7.6 RESPONSE TO CONCERN 4:  SCHOOL AND GOVERNMENT 
EXPECTATIONS 
Concern 4: The students’ behaviour is not fulfilling the school and government 
objectives and expectation. 
What disadvantaged Daniel more than anything else was the total lack of career goals. He 
accepted an apprenticeship because it was offered to him, not because he was interested 
in the work. He shifts from job to job to remain fresh and interested not because he is 
seeking higher status or self-improvement opportunities. He has no drive for self-
betterment, no desire to try to push himself beyond his current status.  
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FG: Looking at some of the decisions that you made, when you were at school, when did 
you first decide that you wanted to do a trade? Or did you have any idea about whether 
you wanted to do a trade or not? 
 
D: No idea at all, I still have no idea. 
 
The original objectives of VET in Schools were “to increase school retention rates and 
provide pathways for students to work or to further study” (Wheelahan, Moodie, & 
Buchanan, 2012, p. 27) . Research is saying that this is not happening effectively, and the 
conclusions that they are drawing include suggestions to top up the students’ education 
with yet more courses and further study requirements.  Thus the school leaving age was 
lifted, and Youth Allowance was linked to educational achievement.  
 
Current research exploring the potential for a more systematic approach to VET in 
schools to deliver stronger employment outcomes discovered that the links with post-
school VET were weak despite an increasing number of young people relying on VET in 
Schools as a core part of their transition pathway from school to work (Clarke, 2012). The 
emphasis, says Clarke (2012), should be on an approach that focuses on post-school 
training rather than post-school employment.  
 
The NCVER consortium research program, Vocations: the link between post-compulsory 
education and the labour market (Clarke & Volkoff, 2012), is investigating the 
educational and occupational paths that people take and examining how their study relates 
to their work. It is specifically interested in exploring how to strengthen the role of VETiS 
so that it leads to a viable post-school pathway.  A report drawing on the second year of 
this three year research program concluded that VETiS in its current forms is not a strong 
model for preparing students for employment or further study (Clarke, 2013). This is due 
to the fact that current models are tied to school completion and therefore provide limited 
opportunity for students to ‘taste’ and then change their mind, or to taste a range of 
options and then select one for their primary focus (Clarke, 2013, p. 8). 
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As a broad observation, the systems of VET in Schools in Australian states 
and territories do not provide coherent, structured pathways to work and/or 
to higher-level vocational education, while the foundational nature of VET in 
Schools does not effectively support student transition to entry-level 
occupations.  At regional and school levels, VET in Schools is weakened by a 
lack of trust and investment from employers and industry, misconceptions 
about the validity and rigour of schools’ vocational programs and a lack of 
capacity in schools to provide the necessary career advice to support effective 
vocational choices (Clarke, 2012, p. 7). 
 
The idea of the development of ‘vocational streams’ (Wheelahan et al., 2012) which is 
designed to set the students on a path that they understand is working progressively 
towards a career sounds like a positive alternative to the current situation.  As the number 
of students undertaking VCAL continue to increase the average completion rate of 50% 
remains stable. This means that in Victoria more than 10,000 students per year leave 
school with unsatisfactory grades. The stories of the study participants demonstrate that 
those who do not successfully achieve an apprenticeship on departure from school may 
well be left in a situation similar to Diane or to Daniel.  They just do not have an adequate 
literacy / numeracy standard to tackle further education opportunities with any measure of 
success.  
 
Students who were supported by career advisors made more effective decisions about 
their future, however, apart from Brian, they were already on the trade path when the 
career advisor was available to them and so their decisions were limited to which trade, 
not which career.  Brian’s case was disheartening, he considered himself an “average” 
student, and since school has certainly completed further study, and yet his teachers told 
him that he was “not an academic student”. He understood that the teachers did not 
believe he could complete school. It was the career teacher who assisted him with 
decisions about pre-apprenticeship alternatives to ‘academic’ study.  
 
Within the key messages of the report by Harris et al. (2006) are some pointers worth 
noting here.  Although their report was examining higher education students, their 
message is also relevant to the VCAL cohort. They found that learners do not perceive 
their education as a ‘seamless pathway’ but rather as stepping stones interrupted by 
barriers that they need to overcome. Further, these students made inadequate use of career 
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services available despite belonging to a group who would most benefit from their 
assistance. Finally, these students are positive about their multiple learning moves, and 
see great value in everything they have done. The students are not cynical about 
education. 
 
Diane’s story could be repeated over and over again with students who go down the trade 
route path uncertain of job opportunities or with no personal desire for a specific career. 
Sadly, these folk do not often get that personal assistance from a career advisor, a 
favourite teacher or family friend who can help them navigate the road from school to 
employment.  There was no one to encourage Diane with the knowledge that there is a 
national shortage of nursing staff and that Aged Care was flagged as a number one target 
area to attract students (Parsons, 2010).  If Diane had managed to complete her Certificate 
III course there would have been ample employment opportunities available to her. 
LSAY studies demonstrate that collaboration between schools TAFE, universities and 
health services would strengthen career pathways from school to careers in nursing 
(Parsons, 2010). 
 
The demands of Centrelink and Youth Allowance requirements upon young people like 
Diane means that they drift from one course to another in order to qualify for benefits. 
After a delay in which they do not achieve employment, they then sign up for another 
course.  Thus Diane’s completion of RSA (Responsible Serving of Alcohol) and Food 
Handlers Certificates were undertaken during this time.  These are courses that take only 
a day to three days to complete. A further CGEA (Certificate in General Education for 
Adults) course has the capacity for completion at three levels: Foundation, Level II and 
Level III.  The main focus of the CGEA program is to improve student’s literacy and 
numeracy ability, however, the course structure tends to encourage activities completion 
at the individual’s current levels without real evidence of improvement between one level 
and the next.  
 
This ‘drifting’ state has been identified as a “pathway of marginal attachment”  (Yu et al., 
2012) characterized by time outside paid employment but also incorporating times of 
employment on the ‘outskirts’ of the labour market that offer no inroads to stable or 
career-based work.  
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7.7 IMPLICATIONS 
7.7.1 GIVING ‘ACHIEVEMENT’ 
While schools, government and researchers tend to label low achieving students as 
‘disengaged’, the students themselves maintain “some degree of optimism” (Bland, 2008) 
about their future career opportunities. Within the school program the utilization of 
Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences and Holland’s model for school career vocational 
orientation would create the environment to give these under achievers occasions of 
success during their secondary schooling.  Success in the lower secondary classroom – 
whether in art, cookery, woodwork, music or textiles – would provide these struggling 
learners with the hope of a respectable career in a field of their choice which can be 
further developed in the senior secondary classroom as part of their VCE or VCAL 
studies. 
 
Implication: To recognize that lower level secondary ‘extra curriculum’ subjects begin 
the ‘vocational stream’ for under achievers and that they need to be supported by 
appropriate core subjects (such as mathematics) so that students are able to identify not 
only the subjects they ‘like’ but also the subjects they ‘need’ for the career options that 
are open to them in the field of their choice. 
 
 
7.7.2 GIVING ‘ABILITY’ 
In a whole lifetime it is never too late to improve literacy and numeracy skills, however, 
there is evidence that there is a point of no return within secondary education from where 
struggling students are unable to turn failure around. This is specifically true for ‘reading 
and writing’ and mathematics.   
 
Implication: To value the learning of each individual, so that appropriate measures are 
taken to ensure that no student is ‘left behind’ and all achieve a suitable and appropriate 
level of literacy and numeracy skills.  This is in conjunction with the replacement of a 
‘back to basics’ education by liberal problem solving and critical thinking that stimulates 
higher level learning in the working class school classroom. 
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7.7.3 GIVING ‘CAPABILITY’ 
The notion of capability has been used to describe the link between education and general 
personal development with employment and broader social participation (Wheelahan, 
Moodie, & Buchanan, 2012, p. 39):   
Capabilities link individuals, education and work by identifying the individual, 
social, economic and cultural resources that individuals need to develop as 
autonomous, innovative and creative workers within broad vocational 
streams… In the capabilities approach, the focus is on the development of the 
individual and on work, and consequently students need access to the 
knowledge, skills and capabilities they need to work in their vocational 
streams (Wheelahan, Moodie, & Buchanan, 2012, p. 10). 
In this context, capability is used to describe the commitment by the student towards his 
own learning. It is the function of attendance in workshop classes and work experience, 
the requirement to dress appropriately in personal protective equipment (PPE), to handle 
tools and equipment in a safe manner, and to follow instructions.  
 
Implication: To challenge each student to make a personal commitment to their learning 
that includes attendance, active learning and diligence in order to prepare themselves for 
the work environment. 
 
 
7.7.4 GIVING ‘ADVICE’ 
Students undertake ‘career’ subjects in Year 10 which includes at least one week of ‘work 
experience’.  Hilltop High (Crump & Stanley, 2005b) was given as an example where 
these activities were specifically orientated towards academic and VET subject selection 
for Years 11 and 12. In the stories of the participants of this research, the career advisor/ 
mentor teacher held a prominent position in the contribution by the school towards their 
future careers.  
 
The Leach and Zepke model (2005) described the decision making process that senior 
students undertook in their search for suitable university placements, this was modified to 
match Year 10 student decisions and the search for trade (VET) courses. Clarke (2012) 
sums it up this way: 
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Both students actively pursuing a vocational pathway and those unsure of or 
seen as unsuited for an academic pathway are disadvantaged by the 
continuing focus in many schools on university pathways and entrance. 
Students pursuing an academic program in their senior secondary certificate 
with the aim of entering university are in many instances able to select 
subjects that build a program of study to support access to their chosen 
university course.  Similar careers and pathways advice needs to be available 
for students aspiring to a vocational occupation (Clarke, 2012, p. 29) 
 
Implication: To extend career advice to lower secondary classes, and to add more value 
to the career decisions that Year 10 students make when they select their senior (VCE and 
VCAL) subjects in order for them to be able to construct meaningful vocational pathways. 
 
7.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF FUTURE RESEARCH 
It is very important that VCAL is not reduced to a lowest common denominator 
curriculum for ‘disengaged’ students but rather offers a valuable and legitimate pathway 
for students seeking a technical or people oriented career that does not involve higher 
education studies.  There is obviously a problem: with successful completions of VCAL 
still barely over an average of 50% (2013 data shows a slight improvement to 55% see 
Table 7 in Appendix 1), there is an urgent need to identify and remedy the base line issues 
that affect this student cohort who are still walking away from school with inadequate 
education levels. 
 
The model offered here has the facility to be transferred to wider studies involving 
specific courses, schools or student cohorts.  A study with African-American students 
(Davis et al. 2002) has shown that having addressed student early departure from school 
by using the Theory of Planned Behaviour to explore student beliefs and motivation, they 
were able to change student behaviour effectively. 
 
This research has interviewed young people who have left the school environment behind 
them but their stories provide a window into the lives of students who struggle through 
school and whose aspirations are diminished by their belief of their capabilities and their 
understanding of the expectations of the social environment in which they live.  
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EPILOGUE 
My husband, Steve, dreamed of being an architect. At Technical School he obtained 98% 
for Technical Drawing, but his parents signed him up as a plumbing apprentice at the end 
of Year 10. They had occasionally sent him to tutors to help his ‘reading and writing’. He 
was not diagnosed as dyslexic until he married me!   
 
One of my VCAL classes was made up of 14 carpentry boys and 6 plumbing boys. The 
plumbing boys had undisciplined behavioural problems that eventually escalated to 
incident status and they spent an afternoon in conversation with a senior staff member. 
They dropped out en masse. Of the carpentry boys, two were officially diagnosed as 
dyslexic, and four others probably should have been.  Another boy wrote his name in very 
big letters on the top of every worksheet and managed to copy about four other words 
before stopping exhausted. One competent boy genuinely wanted to be a builder, he and 
several others gained apprenticeships at the end of Year 11, a few returned to do Year 12, 
the rest disappeared. 
 
There are so many journey stories to tell, it was hard indeed to limit the chosen few to 
only five participants, some of the carpentry boys mentioned above or the girls from the 
Community Services class of the Prologue could have been selected to tell their story. My 
hope is that by telling just a few stories, it gives the reader pause to reconsider how to 
listen to the students travelling the trade route in the anticipation of a successful career 
and long term employment and not to a dead end.  
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APPENDIX 1  VCAL - THE TRADE ROUTE TO SCHOOL 
COMPLETION 
The Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) introduced in 2002 is now an 
accepted part of senior secondary education in Victoria. The VCAL was designed to 
engage senior students in a “combination of work-based learning, service-learning, and 
project-based learning” (Blake & Gallagher, 2009, p. 49) and there has been substantial 
growth in the number of students enrolling in VCAL certificates (Figure 24). 
 
 
Figure 24  A Decade of VCAL Enrolments.  Source: VCAA (2007-2014; also 2002-2006 issues 
of the same annual publication) 
The VCAL is designed to provide a vocational pathway to employment through the 
gaining of competencies in work related and industry skills, alongside literacy, numeracy 
and personal development skills (Clayton, Lewanski, G, & Schutt, 2010).   The VCAL 
program is based on principles of applied learning and consists of four strands (Figure 25), 
which are applicable to all VCAL Certificates (VCAA, 2010). The vocational education 
and training (VET) component of the VCAL fits within the compulsory Industry Skills 
strand, which is complemented by work environment focused activities within the Work 
Related Skills strand. 
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Figure 25  Components of VCAL Program, all levels 
There are three levels of VCAL: Foundation, Intermediate and Senior, students are able to 
undertake a combination of certificates over the senior (Years 11 and 12) school years, 
(Figure 26) based on their desire (interest) and ability (VCAA, 2010). The Year 10 
student decision to undertake VCAL in Year 11 is complicated by the choice of level of 
VCAL undertaken, with VCAL Foundation commonly requiring a further year of study to 
gain a Certificate II level qualification.   
 
 
Figure 26  VCAL Choices for Year 10 students 
Students can cross from the Year 10 / VCE program to VCAL at any point in their final 
two years of schooling, however, it cannot be assumed that one year’s ‘Senior’ students 
are the previous year’s ‘Intermediate’ students.   
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It is difficult to place the ‘Foundation’ students in the two year program, it can only be 
assumed they are Year 11 students within some schools, and also students in alternate 
programs such as Community VCAL that are undertaken outside the parameters of the 
school environment.  
  
Work placement and on-the-job training is an integral part of VCAL and VET studies, the 
intention being that students would be able to attend work placement in a real work 
environment, either in short week-long work placements, or up to two days a week for a 
whole year in an ongoing school based apprenticeship. For students unable to obtain work 
placements in an external real work environment, they are dependent on the school 
teachers to adequately cover the VET program: 
 
Basically, the formula for ‘teaching the trades’ within a dedicated teaching 
and learning environment still occurs through demonstration and modeling 
(direct instruction), observation, and graduations of guided practice (Brown, 
2011, p. 3).  
The VCAL aims to develop “the skills, knowledge and attitudes to enable students to 
make informed choices regarding pathways to work and further education” (Gallagher, 
2007) and provide the opportunity to build personal skills that are “important for life and 
work” (VCAA, 2010).  There is an assumption that students who undertake this course 
are choosing to enrol with the knowledge that the course is a pathway to employment 
(Ryan, 2011). 
 
 
VET IN SCHOOLS (VETIS) 
In Victoria, VET programs are offered in schools as modules of the final years of school, 
in two capacities.  Firstly, as components of the VCE, which can be accredited towards 
the ANTA score for university entrance; and secondly, as part of the vocational education 
certificate, the VCAL.  VETiS include programs incorporating structured workplace 
learning as well as a large number of school-based vocational programs that do not 
necessarily involve work-based learning or school/ industry partnerships (Fullarton, 2001).  
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It is accepted that VETiS is about increasing student knowledge, motivation, self-esteem 
and self-awareness as well as providing specific employment related competencies 
(Currie & McCollow, 2002).  Diversity of offerings and flexibility in delivery are viewed 
as critical factors in attracting and engaging students (Clayton et al., 2010).   
 
Traditionally, VET programs were designed to train workers on-the-job, through a 
collection of modules specific to an industry.  One of the key messages of the Service 
Skills Australia11 (SSA) is that training packages are not curriculum. Training packages 
“define an outcome (what a skilled person can do), but are not prescriptive about inputs 
(how the skills and knowledge are developed)” (Service Skills Australia, 2010, p. 6).  It is 
the trainer/assessor’s responsibility to develop the curriculum in line with their client’s 
needs. 
 
In industry, trainers are selected by RTO and TAFE organizations because they have a 
current, practical experience of the areas in which they are “training” their clients. In the 
secondary school environment these trainers are seen through different eyes. Firstly, they 
are commonly not trained teachers and secondly, they teach “competence” and not 
“content”, which is a concept that teachers find at odds to the academic content-driven 
curriculum with which they are familiar: 
Industry also frequently sees its standards devalued through delivery and 
assessment that is not conducted in accordance with industry requirements, 
and which does not develop graduates to the required level of workplace 
competence. Industry sees its qualifications adopted for pathways that it does 
not support, and for learner groups for which the qualifications were never 
intended (Service Skills Australia, 2010, p. 6). 
In schools, VET modules are being taught separately to industry experience, and the 
programs specifically designed to improve skills in a work environment are being taught 
as content to school students at increasingly lower levels.   
 
Trade apprenticeships are Certificate III qualifications, government initiatives only allow 
students to improve on previously gained qualifications, so that students aiming for trade 
apprenticeships cannot complete other Certificate III qualifications while at school, this 
                                                 
11 Skills Service Australia is responsible for the development of training packages for service industries. 
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means they are perpetuating Certificate II courses, despite Certificate III courses being 
available in other areas (such as Media and Business). 
 
One of the criticisms levelled at VET in Schools is that in seeking to create employment 
pathways for school completers it forces students to choose narrow or specific 
occupational roles at a young age (Clarke, 2013). The government push to get more VET 
in schools is exacerbating this problem.  It should also be noted that some TAFE institutes 
issued a warning about attempting to engage students too early in their schooling in VET 
programs that have no credibility with employers (TAFE Directors Australia, 2009).   
Students who undertake their VET programs outside the school, at RTOs and local 
TAFEs also have another problem. TAFE teachers habitually teach adults. They are not 
geared for the teaching of school age students, with the accompanying issues of 
attendance, interest, and emotional readiness for an adult learning environment. The 
TAFE teachers do not have the time to provide the emotional support that these young 
people need (Stokes, 2005). 
 
From a policy perspective, the focus on VET industry pathways appears to be popular 
among lower achieving students and the orientation for them towards further vocational 
training. From a resourcing perspective the VET courses are likely to be more expensive 
to run than the non-VET courses so their cost-benefit as a retention strategy has to be 
considered (Stanley, 2007).  Any new policy initiatives targeting equity groups of 
socioeconomic disadvantage, gender, language background and region, should focus on 
branching points earlier in young people’s educational pathways (McMillan, Rothman, & 
Wernert, 2005).   
 
TABLES 
The following Tables are referred to within the text, and are presented here in more detail, 
refer Chapter 1 Introduction, Table 1 and Figures 3 and 4.  
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Table 7 VCAL Student Numbers 2007 - 2013 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 Number of 
students 
who 
enrolled12 
Students who 
are eligible to 
complete13 
Number of 
Completions14 
Non 
completers15 
% Non-
Completers to 
enrolments16 
 
2013 
     
Foundation 6285 3294 2069 4216 67.08% 
Intermediate 9717 7515 5446 4271 43.95% 
Senior 6851 6004 5108 1743 25.44% 
Total 22 853 16 813 12 623 10 230 44.76% 
 
2012 
     
Foundation 5295 2997 1727 3568 67.4% 
Intermediate 10452 7573 5495 4957 47.4% 
Senior 6008 5294 4446 1562 26.0% 
Total 21 755 15 864 11 668 10 087 46.3% 
 
2011 
     
Foundation 5626 3105 1792 3834 68.1% 
Intermediate 9868 7360 4938 4930 49.9% 
Senior 5856 5066 4154 1702 29.1% 
Total 21 350 15 531 10 884 10 466 49.0% 
 
 
                                                 
12 This is the number of students who enrol in a given year, predominantly at the beginning of the school 
year, but there may also be midyear enrolments. 
13 Students are required to undertake a set number of module hours, in order to complete the program, these 
students have completed the number of module hours required.  
14 These students satisfactorily completed an adequate number of modules that made up the required hours 
of the course. The difference between this column and the previous is the number of students who did not 
undertake the studies to a satisfactory level of competency. 
15 These are the total number of students who, having enrolled in the program, did not complete the course. 
These include students who are formally withdrawn (due to extended absences, etc.) and are therefore no 
longer included in data set. There are also those who do complete the year but do not achieve the required 
number of modules to achieve a certificate. 
16 The percentage of column 4 non completers to column 1 total enrolments 
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Table 8 VCAL Student Numbers 2007 – 2013 (cont.) 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 Number of 
students 
who enrolled 
Students who 
are eligible to 
complete 
Number of 
Completions 
Non 
completers 
% Non-
Completers to 
enrolments 
 
2010 
     
Foundation 5536 3098 1890 3646 65.8 
Intermediate 8683 6755 4654 4029 46.4 
Senior 4956 4489 3615 1341 27.1 
Total 19 175 14 342 10 159 9016 47.0 
 
2009 
     
Foundation 5046 2584 1622 3424 67.8 
Intermediate 7962 6177 4051 3911 49.1 
Senior 4691 4233 3245 1446 30.8 
Total 17 699 12 994 8918 8781 49.6 
 
2008 
     
Foundation 4451 2341 1511 2940 66.0% 
Intermediate 7509 5466 3711 3798 50.6% 
Senior 3681 3155 2456 1225 33.3% 
Total 15 641 10 962 7678 7963 50.9% 
 
2007 
     
Foundation 4241 2375 1380 2861 67.5% 
Intermediate 6818 4962 3381 3437 50.4% 
Senior 3034 2718 2214 820 27.0% 
Total 14 093 10 055 6975 7118 50.5% 
Source:  VCAA (2007-2014) 
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Table 9 Apprentice and Trainee Commencements by Age and Sex, Selected Financial Years 
to 30 June 2010 (Australia) 
Category 1995 2000 2005 2010 
Age to 19 years, trade 
commencements 
34 000 38 700 48 300 50 900 
Age to 19 years, non-trade 
commencements 
11 900 46 900 59 400 58 800 
Age to 19 years, total 
commencements 
 
45 900 85 600 107 700 109 600 
Age 20 years up, trade 
commencements 
9 400 16 300 23 900 38 500 
Age 20 years up, non-trade 
commencements 
4 700 99 700 129 300 144 800 
Age 20 years up, total 
commencements 
 
14 100 116 000 153 200 183 300 
Males, trade commencements 37 000 46 700 61 700 75 700 
Males, non-trade 
commencements 
8 400 75 000 92 700 91 700 
Males, total commencements 45 300 121 600 154 400 167 400 
     
Females, trade 
commencements 
6 400 8 300 10 500 13 700 
Females, non-trade 
commencements 
8 200 71 700 95 900 111 800 
Females, total commencements 14 700 80 000 106 400 125 500 
Total commencements, all 
categories 
 
60 000 201 600 260 800 292 900 
Existing worker 
commencements 
  67 700 95 300 
Part-time commencements   67 700 86 100  
School based commencements   15 200 17 300 
Certificate I & II level 
commencements 
  50 400 36 00 
Diploma & advanced diploma 
commencements 
  800 8 200 
 
Source: Knight (2012, p. 21) 
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Table 10 Apprentice and Trainee Commencements by Schooling, 12 months ending 31 
December, 1995 – 2009 (Australia) 
Type of 
occupation 
Age at 
commencement 
Highest school 
level completed 
1995 2002 2009 
Trades Up to 19 
years 
Year 9 or less 1 300 2 300 3 300 
Year 10 or 11 17 500 20 900 24 600 
Year 12 12 200 14 100 16 600 
Over 19 
years 
Year 9 or less 400 1 400 1 900 
Year 10 or 11 4 100 10 500 14 400 
Year 12 4 000 10 600 16 900 
Non-
trades 
Up to 19 
years 
Year 9 or less 700 4 400 7 000 
Year 10 or 11 5 700 24 900 24 800 
Year 12 6 900 30 400 23 900 
Over 19 
years 
Year 9 or less 800 13 200 8 900 
Year 10 or 11 3 500 66 000 56 500 
Year 12 3 800 61 000 70 500 
All 
occupations 
Up to 19 
years 
Proportion with 
Year 12 (pro-rated) 
43.1% 45.9% 40.5% 
Over 19 
years 
47.0% 44.0% 51.7% 
All ages 44 2% 44.7% 47.5% 
Source: NCVER unpublished statistics, using September 2011 estimates (Knight, 2012, p. 27) 
 
The following table describes the proportion of students continuing their education 
beyond secondary school, and it identifies the size of the non-continuing cohort across 
Australia. 
 
Table 11  School Leavers aged 15 - 24 years by Level of Study in 2010 
 ‘000 % (of all school 
leavers) 
Enrolled in study: 200.9 57.2 
• Bachelor degree or above 101.8 29.0 
• Advanced diploma & diploma 19.3 5.5 
• Certificate level 64.3 18.3 
• Year 12 or below 4.8 1.4 
Not enrolled in study 150.4 42.8 
Total 351.2 100 
Note: School leavers are persons who attended school in 2009 but were not attending in May 
2010, aged 15-24 years. Year 12 and below are students enrolled in a school qualification but are 
not at a school institution. Source: (Guthrie, Stanwick, & Karmel, 2011).
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APPENDIX 2  INTERVIEW GUIDING QUESTIONS 
Interview Guiding Questions, to underpin the conversations with informants 
The full bullets are the opening questions.   The open bullets are possible follow up 
questions if they have not been addressed by the student. 
 
Group A Questions [Behavioural Belief / Evaluation of behavioural outcomes] 
• How would you describe yourself as a student at the end of Year 10? 
o Is this perception consistent with undertaking VCAL? 
o Do you believe your experience as a student influenced your decision 
to undertake VCAL? 
 
• How would you describe yourself as a student at the end of Year 11? 
o Is this perception consistent with leaving school?   
o Do you believe your experience as a student influenced your decision 
to discontinue formal schooling? 
 
• In what way do you think your early career choices impacted on your decision 
to undertake VCAL?  
o Were these career choices reflected in the subjects you did at Year 11?  
    
• In what way do you think your early career choices impacted on your decision 
to discontinue formal schooling at the Year 11 level? 
  
Group B Questions [Normative Belief / Motivation to comply] 
• Who influenced your decision to undertake VCAL? 
o Your parents and extended family’s expectations? 
o Your friends’ support and encouragement [or not]? 
o Your teachers’ expectations?  
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• Who influenced your decision to leave school? 
o Your parents and extended family’s expectations? 
o Your friends’ support and encouragement [or not]? 
o How did the influence of particular teachers or others affect your 
decision?  
 
• How did you fulfill [or not] your parents’ and teachers’ expectations? 
• Looking back, did these influences and expectations assist or thwart your 
decision to leave school? 
 
 
Group C Questions [Control Belief / Perceived power] 
• Did external events / factors prevent [or assist] you achieving your education 
career goals? 
o How did you respond to these external events/ factors? 
• Does your vocational training relate to the work/ career you are now undertaking? 
 
• If you would now, in hindsight, rather have continued with school, what things 
might have led you to change your mind? 
• After having some time away from school to reflect on this decision, would you 
make the same choice now? 
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APPENDIX 3   ETHICS APPROVAL 
Human Research Ethics Committee                                     
Principal Researcher: Jerry Courvisanos 
 
Other/Student Researcher/s: Jim Sillitoe 
Gavin Hurst 
Fiona Grinham 
 
School/Section: TBS 
 
Project Number: B13-018 
 
Project Title: Walking the trade route to a dead end? Exploring journey stories of early 
completers of Victorian school vocational programs 
 
For the period: 17/4/2013      to      30/6/2014 
 
 
 
Please quote the Project No. in all correspondence regarding this application. 
 
 
REPORTS TO HREC:  
 
A final report for this project must be submitted to the Ethics Officer on:  
30 July 2014 
 
These report forms can be found at: 
http://www.ballarat.edu.au/research/research-services/forms/ethics-forms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ethics Officer      
17 April 2013  
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CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
1. The project must be conducted in accordance with the approved application, 
including any conditions and amendments that have been approved. You 
must comply with all of the conditions imposed by the HREC, and any 
subsequent conditions that the HREC may require.  
 
2. You must report immediately anything which might affect ethical acceptance 
of your project, including:  
 
- Adverse effects on participants; 
- Significant unforeseen events;  
- Other matters that might affect continued ethical acceptability of the 
project.  
  
3. Where approval has been given subject to the submission of copies of 
documents such as letters of support  or approvals from third parties, 
these must be provided to the Ethics Office before the research may 
commence at each relevant location.  
  
4. Proposed changes or amendments to the research must be applied for, using 
a ‘Request for Amendments’ form, and approved by the HREC before these 
may be implemented.  
  
5. If an extension is required beyond the approved end date of the project, a 
‘Request for Extension’ should be submitted, allowing sufficient time for its 
consideration by the committee. Extensions cannot be granted 
retrospectively.  
 
6. If changes are to be made to the project’s personnel, a ‘Changes to 
Personnel’ form should be submitted for approval. 
  
7. An ‘Annual Report’ must be provided by the due date specified each year for 
the project to have continuing approval.  
  
8. A ‘Final Report’ must be provided at the conclusion of the project.  
  
9. If, for any reason, the project does not proceed or is discontinued, you must 
advise the committee in writing, using a ‘Final Report’ form.  
  
10. You must advise the HREC immediately, in writing, if any complaint is made 
about the conduct of the project.  
  
11. You must notify the Ethics Office of any changes in contact details including 
address, phone number and email address.  
  
12. The HREC may conduct random audits and / or require additional reports 
concerning the research project.  
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Fiona Grinham 
146 Flemings Rd 
Grenville VIC 3352 
22/4/13 
 
Research, Evaluation and Analytics Branch 
Performance and Evaluation Division 
Strategy and Review Group 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
GPO Box 4367 
Melbourne 3001 
 
 
Dear Sir, 
Please see enclosed my application to conduct research in Victorian schools. 
I am a student at the University of Ballarat, and am undertaking a Master of Business by 
Research. My project is examining the  decision making process of past students of the 
Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning who undertake the Intermediate level in Year 
11 and complete the course but do not go on to enrol in Year 12 study or take up an 
apprenticeship relevant to their field of study. 
The objective of this research is to discover the underlying reason that these students 
identify as factors to discontinue their education. The research project will contribute to 
an understanding of the behavioural intentions of vocational students who choose to leave 
school before year 12.  
I have gained ethics approval from the University of Ballarat, as detailed in the 
attachments. I hope that you will be able to process my application without difficulty, and 
look forward to hearing from you. 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Fiona Grinham 
Contact details 
Ph:  5341 4526 
Mob:  0438 540 374 
Email: cooljawa@hotmail.com 
 
 
